
Power and Privilege 
 
Slide 1: about ASPEEC 

● Registered Nonprofit 
● Governed by an elected Board 
● Mission: To promote sex positive values through workshops, socials and events; To 

support local sex positive nonprofits by offering low to no cost space; To be a sex 
positive hub where Albertans can access information from a diverse range of sex positive 
services 

 
Slide 2:  Safe(r) Space  

● All of ASPECC spaces follow Safe(r) Space Guidelines.  
● Simply put we do not tolerate hateful, bigoted or non-consensual behaviours or language. 

If you make a mistake, someone will tell you and you can then correct your language or 
actions if you choose.  Persons who refuse to adjust to our culture of respect, consent and 
acceptance will have to leave. 

 
Slide 3: fish in water  
Let's begin to think about concepts of power and privilege by considering a fish swimming in 
water. The fish has no awareness that it is in water because the water has always been there. The 
fish only notices the water when it is taken out of it, and then what it notices is the absence of the 
water, not its presence. 

As human beings, we live in a world infused with power and privilege. We live in a culture 
where personal power often relates directly to levels of privilege. This privilege is based on 
societal attitudes and values over which individuals typically have no control. We often don't 
notice these aspects of our culture because we are immersed in them. In much the same way as 
with the fish, it is generally the absence of power and privilege that triggers our awareness, not 
the presence.  

Slide 4: 

Slide 5:privilege defined 

privilege is often granted to an individual or group based, Not on anything they have done, but 
because of what (or who) they represent in our culture. Folx who lack privilege face barriers and 
challenges because of who they represent, rather than what they have or have not done.  

Just Like a fish, we probably are not aware of the various ways our group membership creates 

http://www.aspecc.ca/safer-space


privilege for us in different situations. These group memberships include, but are not limited to, 
class, gender, race and ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender identity, ability status, faith tradition, 
level of education, and age. Each of us is going to have some position and resulting level of 
privilege within each of these categories. 

Slide 6:  privilege defined cont. 

Depending on your gender, race and ethnicity, class, sexual orientation and other identities, you 
might be more or less aware of privilege as well as who holds power in various aspects of the 
culture. Take a moment to consider the following questions and consider your awareness of these 
realities and  test your knowledge . 
( https://edge.psu.edu/workshops/mc/power/MCCMatchingQuizImageVer/MCCMatchingQuizIm
ageVer.htm ) 

 

Slide 7: power 

Where privilege is granted to someone as a result of who they are and where they come from, the 
personal power to cause things to happen is often a result of that privilege. In order for an 
individual to cause something to happen or to make a change in a given situation, he or she must 
have the resources to do so. Individuals who have more societal approval and support, hence 
privilege, are going to be much more likely to hold positions of power in that society and able to 
make decisions that affect the lives of many people, including their own. 

For example, someone from a very wealthy family will enjoy privileges associated with that 
wealth. These privileges may include access to quality schooling and healthcare, membership in 
clubs, and the freedom to travel and vacation. A person with wealth may also choose to use that 
wealth to control the lives of other people or they may donate much of their money to charity and 
assume no control for how the money is spent. Because of their privilege, they have the choice of 
what they want with the money and this naturally gives them power in many situations. 

Power is often understood in terms of familial and employment structures. For example, parents 
have power over their children because they can set rules and dole out consequences and rewards 
regarding those rules. Instructors have power over students because they give assignments and 
then grade students based on how they complete those assignments. Bosses have power over 
workers because they can hire or fire, promote or demote employees based on their perceptions 
of how they are doing. 

https://edge.psu.edu/workshops/mc/power/MCCMatchingQuizImageVer/MCCMatchingQuizImageVer.htm
https://edge.psu.edu/workshops/mc/power/MCCMatchingQuizImageVer/MCCMatchingQuizImageVer.htm
https://edge.psu.edu/workshops/mc/power/MCCMatchingQuizImageVer/MCCMatchingQuizImageVer.htm


 

  *trigger warning*  slide 8:rape 

Less obvious,  forms of power in our society result from privileges due to gender, race and 
ethnicity, sexuality, class, level of education and other attributes. Worldwide, approximately one 
in five women will be the victim of rape or attempted rape (UN Millennium Project, 2005). We 
also know that one in three will have been physically abused in some form, including beatings 
and the coercion to have sex (Heise, 1999).  Because the vast majority of these assaults are 
committed by men, a male in our society has power over any woman based on the reality that a 
woman knows that she could be assaulted in many situations and that the perpetrator is likely to 
be male. A man may never assault or harm a woman, but the prevalence of violence against 
women by men automatically gives him power based on his gender. This gives a woman less 
power in a variety of situations because she may not feel able to exercise the same freedoms as a 
man based on fear of being assaulted. Freedom to feel comfortable going out alone after dark is 
only one example of this dynamic.  DO WORKSHEET 
 
Slide 9: explore our privilege 

Grab a pen.  Start with $15.  I am going to guide you through some questions, and with each of 
those you will either gain or lose $$. This can be difficult and you may find yourself feeling 
uncomfortable, defensive, or even angry. We encourage you to recognize those feelings and to 
continue with the exercise. By doing so, you will begin to discover more about privilege and the 
power that can come with it. You may begin to look critically at your own life and the society in 
which you live. 

■ You will be given a series of questions to be answered "yes," "no," or "not sure" and after 
you answer each question, your privilege currency will increase, decrease, or stay the 
same. 

■ You will finish with between $0 and $30. 
■ There are no right or wrong answers, simply the answers that best fit your lived 

experience in each of these areas. 

Slide 10: explore our privilege cont . 

Yes?  Gain $1  No Loose $1  Unsure?  No change 
 
 
 
 



Slide 11: explore our privilege cont.  
Yes?  Loose $1  No Gain $1  Unsure?  No change 

EXPLANATION:  In our society, anyone who is seen to deviate from a social norm is a target 
for name calling and potential violence. This harassment often starts as early as elementary 
school and can continue into adulthood, affecting the self esteem of a targeted individual. For 
instance, lesbian, gay, bisexual, and trans gender youth hear anti-gay slurs an average of 26 times 
per day, or once every 14 minutes (National Mental Health Association, 2002). 

Slide 12: explore our privilege cont.  
Yes?  Gain $1  No Loose $1  Unsure?  No change 

EXPLANATION:  In our society, History focuses on folks who have privilege and often white 
washes our abuse of first nations folx, our historical racism towards refugees etc.  

Slide 13: explore our privilege cont.  

Yes?  Loose $1  No gai $n1  Unsure?  No change 

EXPLANATION:  People who grew up in poor families often report having to deal with this 
concern. According to the Bread for the World Institute, 3.5 percent of U.S. households 
experience hunger. Some people in these households frequently skip meals or eat too little, 
sometimes going without food for a whole day (Andrews, 2004) 

Slide 14: explore our privilege cont.  
Yes?  Gain $1  No Loose $1  Unsure?  No change 

Did you have health insurance growing up? 

EXPLANATION:  This question deals with both financial and educational privilege. It is 
typically people who have higher-paying jobs and who have job security who get insurance. 
Someone growing up with dental insurance is more likely to have been part of a family with 
resources and security. 

 

 

 



Slide 15: explore our privilege cont. 

Yes?  Loose $1  No Gain $1  Unsure?  No change 

Do you feel you were ever discouraged from academics or jobs because of race, class, 
ethnicity, gender or sexual orientation? 

EXPLANATION:  In school and in the workplace, white men are more often encouraged to take 
advantage of academic and career opportunities. Without role models to aspire to, persons with 
less privilege are less likely to pursue these same opportunities. For example, in 2002 the 
Business and Professional Women Foundation found that out of all the Fortune 500 companies, 
women held only 1.2% of CEO positions (Business and Professional Women's Foundation, 
2005). 

Slide 16: explore our privilege cont.  

Yes?  Loose $1  No Gain $1  Unsure?  No change 

Did you see members of your race, ethnic group, gender or sexual orientation portrayed on 
television in degrading roles? 

EXPLANATION:  Even though media portrayals can be problematic for anyone, it is much 
more common to see individuals who are not white heterosexual men portrayed in degrading 
roles. People of color are often portrayed as criminals, servants, and as welfare-dependent 
individuals. Women are often portrayed as inappropriately aggressive, sexually promiscuous, and 
as objects of men's attention. Gay men are often portrayed as sexually promiscuous, effeminate, 
and irresponsible. Lesbian women are often portrayed as masculine and unattractive. 

Slide 17: explore our privilege cont.  

Yes?  Gain $1  No Loose $1  Unsure?  No change 

EXPLANATION:  Being able to pay for private schooling requires financial resources that many 
families don't have. Private school offers participants opportunities to connect with other people 
who have financial resources. The only opportunities that children and adolescents without 
financial privilege have to participate in such activities occur when they are given financial aid 
or scholarships. Often in these circumstances, it is still clear which participants "belong" because 
their families have wealth and which participants don't "belong 



Slide 18: explore our privilege cont. 

Yes?  Gain $1  No Loose $1  Unsure?  No change 

Do you feel you were ever offered a good job because of your association with a friend or 
family member? 

EXPLANATION:  This is something that most often happens for people who have class and 
financial privilege, and this is more often true for white men than for other individuals. Many 
people have gotten jobs that pay well and offer advancement because they were related to or 
knew someone who worked in that kind of position. When women and people of color talk about 
inequities they experience in the workforce, they often describe the "old boys network" of family 
and friend connections that typically gives white men privilege. 

Slide 19: explore our privilege cont.  

Yes?  Loose $1  No Gain $1  Unsure?  No change 

Do you feel you were ever discriminated against on the job because of your race, ethnicity, 
gender or sexual orientation? 

EXPLANATION:  Women, people of color, and gay men and lesbian women frequently report 
perceiving discrimination in the workplace. In a recent Gallop poll, 31% of Asians reported 
workplace discrimination, as did 26% of African Americans. The Gallop poll stated that the most 
frequent report of bias was sex bias (26%), followed by race (23%). "Women were more than 
twice as likely as men to say they had encountered bias" (Joyce, 2005). 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Slide 20: explore our privilege cont.  

Yes?  Loose $1  No Gain $1  Unsure?  No change 

Were you ever stopped or questioned by the police because of your race, ethnicity, gender 
or sexual orientation? 

EXPLANATION:Indigenous folx and  People of color report that they are often stopped or 
questioned by police. They are typically questioned about why they are in specific 
neighborhoods, particularly if they are on foot or driving an expensive vehicle. A July 2001 
Gallup poll reported that 55 percent of whites and 83 percent of blacks believe racial profiling is 
widespread (American Civil Liberties Union) 

Slide 21: explore our privilege cont.  

Yes?  Loose $1  No Gain $1  Unsure?  No change 

Were you ever afraid of violence because of your race, ethnicity, gender or sexual 
orientation? 

EXPLANATION:  People of color, women, and gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender people 
are often targets of violence. Consider the following: 

■ "Men can generally assume that when they go out in public, they won't be sexually 
harassed or assaulted just because they're male, and if they are victimized, they won't be 
asked to explain what they were doing there" (McIntosh as cited in Johnson, 2001, p. 28). 

■ "Heterosexuals can move about in public without fear of being harassed or physically 
attacked because of their sexual orientation" (McIntosh as cited in Johnson, 2001, p. 29). 

■ "Whites can generally assume that when they go out in public, they won't be challenged 
and asked to explain what they're doing, nor will they be attacked by hate groups simply 
because of their race" (McIntosh as cited in Johnson, 2001, p. 26). 

 

 

 

 



Slide 22: explore our privilege  cont.  

Yes?  Loose $1  No Gain $1  Unsure?  No change 

■ Were you ever uncomfortable about a joke related to your race, ethnicity, gender or 
sexual orientation but felt unsafe to confront the situation? 

■ EXPLANATION:  Those who have privilege aren't directly affected in the same way by 
the telling of jokes about someone who doesn't have privilege. Being the focus of 
demeaning jokes and comments is something that women, people of color, and LGBT 
people often have to deal with and which can have a direct impact on their mental health. 
One out of every 10 students who drops out of school reports bullying, including teasing 
and demeaning comments (Women's Educational Media). 

Slide 23: explore our privilege cont. 

Yes?  Gain$1  No Loose $1  Unsure?  No change 

■ EXPLANATION:  This is an issue that heterosexual couples have the privilege of not 
having to deal with. Many persons in same sex relationships deal with issues related to 
legal, financial, and medical privileges created by marriage. Debate over whether same 
sex couples should receive these benefits continues today and the power to grant these 
privileges is held primarily by those with heterosexual privilege. 

Slide 24: explore our privilege cont.  

In reflecting on this exercise, think about the following questions: 

■ How did this exercise make you feel? 
■ What were your thoughts as you were doing it? 
■ What have you learned from this exercise? 
■ Where is there privilege on this campus? In your community? In the U.S.? In the world? 

The exercise you have just completed online is adapted from an interactive activity called "The 
Privilege Walk." We didn't use all of the questions, but chose questions that addressed the 
various forms privilege can take. To view the description of the walk and complete list of 
questions, select  The Privilege Walk 
( https://edge.psu.edu/workshops/mc/power/privilegewalk.shtml ) (see Fears, 2003, for discussion 
of the Privilege Walk). 

https://edge.psu.edu/workshops/mc/power/privilegewalk.shtml
https://edge.psu.edu/workshops/mc/power/privilegewalk.shtml


Race and Ethnicity, Gender, and Sexual Orientation 

We have been looking broadly at the concepts of privilege and the ways in which power is a 
function of that privilege. For the next three sections, we will look specifically at power and 
privilege in the context of race and ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation. These are only three 
examples among many. In examining these specific examples, consider how privilege and power 
also function in other areas like age, ability status, religious affiliation, size, and class. 

Slide 25: explore our privilege cont.  

One of the interesting things that happens when we have privilege is that we can often see that 
those who don't have it are at a disadvantage (McIntosh, 1992). In terms of race and ethnicity, it 
is often easier for a white person to identify that persons of color have less privilege than it is to 
acknowledge the privileges of being white in our society. For example, if I am a white person, I 
may be able to identify that life is more difficult for people of color. However, because of what 
racism teaches all of us, I may believe that there is something about being a person of color that 
brings on the difficulties. It is not uncommon for a person to hold the belief that someone who is 
oppressed is somehow at fault for that lack of privilege. 

Consider the following examples: 

■ If I notice that people of color seem more likely to be recipients of public assistance, I 
may believe that if they would only work harder, they would have enough money to have 
a better standard of living. 

■ If I read about a man of color who was arrested for driving his expensive car in a wealthy 
neighborhood, I may think that of course the police officers needed to be careful. 

■ I may notice that people of color are over represented in prison populations, and I may 
believe that this means that there is something about race that makes people more likely 
to commit crimes. 

What we fail to acknowledge when we blame people for their own lack of privilege and the 
circumstances that result is the lack of power they have in many situations. If a person of color is 
discriminated against in housing, employment, or education based on the opinions and choices of 
someone with power in those situations, then it is hard for them to effect change in their 
situation. A person of color may be not welcome in certain businesses or may feel that they will 
be the target of suspicion if a crime occurs when they are living in a predominantly white 
neighborhood. These are not the same realities that most white people live with. The lack of 
choice that comes with having less privilege and therefore power is only compounded by the 
challenges faced in society. 



 

Slide 26: gender and privilege 

Issues of gender and privilege have been a common theme in society for many years. The 
women's liberation movement in the 1960's and 1970's brought into focus some of the privileges 
that men enjoyed based on gender and how their use of power affected the lives of women. If we 
look closely at the social status of women and men, we can see that men continue to have 
privilege over women in many aspects of life. 

The ways in which men hold privilege and therefore have access to power are often more evident 
to women than they are to men. For example, women are more likely to see domestic violence, 
workplace harassment, and wage discrimination as major barriers to their quality of life than men 
are. 

Although a man might be aware of some of the issues facing women in our culture, he might 
attribute those challenges to her own character rather than the environment in which she is 
existing. Because women are immersed in a society where male points of view are the 
predominant focus, women may also hold similar views and blame women for their own 
oppression. 

Consider the following examples: 

■ If I am a man, I may notice that women are most often victims of sexual assault. I may 
blame a woman for causing her assault and not focus on the choice that a man makes in 
assaulting a woman. I may also not be aware of how the reality of sexual assault affects 
the lives of women and their freedom. 

■ As a man, I can choose any career that I want to pursue and am less likely to face 
harassment or discrimination as a result. Women who choose careers in the military and 
other non-traditional fields often face discrimination that directly impacts their career 
success. 

Much of the privilege and power that men have over women in our culture today is unearned 
power. To become truly aware about his power over others, a man must make an effort to educate 
himself about the ways in which women are underprivileged and more importantly, how he as a 
man has enjoyed unearned privilege based on his gender. As with other members of a privileged 
group, men have choice in raising their awareness about gender privilege while women are often 
very aware of it based on their lived experiences. 



Slide 27: sexaulity and privilege 

Sexual orientation is one of the less visible aspects of a person and consequently we may not 
even know that someone we are interacting with is gay, lesbian, or bisexual. Because of the 
stigmas attached to having a sexual orientation that is other than heterosexual, many choose not 
to share their sexual identity in our culture. Along with fear for personal safety and 
discrimination in housing and employment, the fact that in some states same sex sexual activity 
is illegal keeps individuals in hiding. 

In an effort to promote equality and safety, many men and women have taken the risk of 
becoming visible in order to gather together and increase their power to fight the discrimination 
that affects them in many ways. While issues of privilege are now more recognizable with regard 
to sexual orientation, heterosexual individuals may still be biased with regard to whether or not 
lesbians and gays deserve the rights and protections they are seeking. Because they have the 
power to shape public policy, these biased views can greatly compound the lack of privilege that 
exists. Consider some of the ways that a lesbian woman, gay man or bisexual person is affected 
by being in this underprivileged group: 

■ Heterosexuals can comfortably and safely talk about their relationships with opposite sex 
partners where gay men, lesbian women, and bisexual individuals often censor their 
discussions, choosing their pronouns carefully. 

■ Heterosexuals can easily work as teachers or with children in other capacities where 
many people still argue that children aren't safe with gay men or lesbian women because 
they are always looking for new "recruits." 

■ Heterosexuals can legally marry their opposite sex partners where gay or lesbian couples 
may live together but with few exceptions are not allowed to legally marry. 

Assumptions about the normalcy of heterosexuality and the difference of homosexuality are so 
deeply ingrained that to look at heterosexuality the way society looks at homosexuality can be 
quite illuminating. 

 

 

 

 



Slide 28: developing into an ally 

It is often true that those groups in our culture who have less privilege will join together in 
groups in order to try and increase their collective power to influence cultural change. 
Additionally, all of us who have privilege can be allies for those who don't. As allies, we can use 
our power and privilege to speak up for equitable treatment and to speak out against bigotry and 
oppression. For example, if I am a man, I can address inequities that women experience. If I am 
white, I can address the inequities that people of color experience. If I am heterosexual, I can 
address the inequities that LGBT people experience. These are just some of the ways in which 
we can use our power and privilege in positive ways. 

It is important to realize that we benefit from the privilege we have, and it is equally important to 
acknowledge that we often benefit from the underprivileged status of others. It is up to each of us 
to make conscious choices about how we use our power and the effects it has on other people. 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
  


