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Supplementary Materials 

Table 1: Article Stimuli Used for Pretest 

Article 1- USED IN MAIN STUDY  Article 2 Article 3 
Tognotti, C. (2015, March 4). How To Explain 
White Privilege Exists: 7 Common Arguments, 
Debunked. Bustle.com. Retrieved from: 
https://www.bustle.com/articles/67904-how-to-
explain-white-privilege-exists-7-common-
arguments-debunked 
 

Emba, C. (2016, January 16). What is white 
privilege? Washington Post. Retrieved from: 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/post-
partisan/wp/2016/01/16/white-privilege-explained/ 
 

On racism* and white privilege (n.d.).Teaching 
Tolerance. Retrieved from: 
https://www.tolerance.org/professional-
development/on-racism-and-white-privilege 
*We amended the original article to delete the 
reference to “racism” in the title and the 
paragraphs on racism. 

So you’re at a party, and someone says something ignorant. And 
while you know that they’re in the wrong, and that you could totally 
engage them and win if you were a bit more prepared, your words 
escape you. To make sure that doesn’t happen, we’ve compiled a 
series of handy reference guides with the most common arguments 
— and your counter-arguments — for all of the hot-button issues of 
the day.  
Common Argument #1: I grew up poor, and I've had plenty of 
struggles. I never felt privileged. 
Your Response: Sometimes, when a person is confronted with 
white privilege, they hear it as "you're a privileged white person." 
This is an easy mistake to make, but it's a crucial misinterpretation. 
White privilege doesn't entail that you've necessarily lived a life of 
luxury and serenity — that would more accurately be a conversation 
about class privilege. White privilege, rather, is about the benefits 
and boosts, obvious and opaque, that society affords you simply as a 
function of your whiteness. 
Common Argument #2: I have several black friends who're 
better off than me. 
Your Response: Admitting to one's own white privilege doesn't 
mean your life must be easier overall than that of every person of 
color. Some people will rake in the big bucks, some people will find 
love, some people will live in happy homes, and some won't, 
regardless of race. 
White privilege is about the things that no single person can change 
about how society views race — not a person of color, nor a well-
meaning white person. Look at it this way: your black friend might 
have their dream job, earn twice your annual income, have a spouse, 
children, and a lavish home. But that doesn't mean they won't be 
eyed warily when out walking at night, because those kinds of 
prejudices aren't about context, they're about color. They're more 
privileged than you in countless ways, sure, but white privilege is 
one thing you have that they never will. 

Taking it for granted that when you’re shopping alone, you 
probably won’t be followed or harassed. 

Knowing that if you ask to speak to “the person in charge,” you’ll 
almost certainly be facing someone of your own race. 

Being able to think about different social, political or professional 
options without asking whether someone of your race would be 
accepted or allowed to do what you want to do. 

Assuming that if you buy a house in a nice neighborhood, your 
neighbors will be pleasant or neutral toward you. 

Feeling welcomed and “normal” in the usual walks of public life, 
institutional and social. 

What is white privilege? It’s the level of societal advantage that 
comes with being seen as the norm in America, automatically 
conferred irrespective of wealth, gender or other factors. It makes 
life smoother, but it’s something you would barely notice unless it 
were suddenly taken away — or unless it had never applied to you 
in the first place. 
In 1988, the professor Peggy McIntosh used the paper White 
Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack to describe it as a set 
of unearned assets that a white person in America can count on 
cashing in each day but to which they remain largely oblivious. The 
concept has been percolating in academic circles ever since and is 
approaching broad usage among young people on the political left. 
Yet as Post reporter Janell Ross noted earlier this week, it’s also a 
term that many Americans “instinctively don’t trust or believe to be 

White skin privilege is not something that white people necessarily 
do, create or enjoy on purpose. Unlike the more overt individual and 
institutional manifestations of racism described above, white skin 
privilege is a transparent preference for whiteness that saturates our 
society. White skin privilege serves several functions. First, it 
provides white people with “perks” that we do not earn and that 
people of color do not enjoy. Second, it creates real advantages for 
us. White people are immune to a lot of challenges. Finally, white 
privilege shapes the world in which we live — the way that we 
navigate and interact with one another and with the world. 
White Privilege: The Perks 
White people receive all kinds of perks as a function of their skin 
privilege. Consider the following: 
• When I cut my finger and go to my school or office’s first aid kit, 
the flesh-colored band-aid generally matches my skin tone.  
• When I stay in a hotel, the complimentary shampoo generally 
works with the texture of my hair. 
• When I run to the store to buy pantyhose at the last minute, the 
‘nude’ color generally appears nude on my legs. 
• When I buy hair care products in a grocery store or drug store, my 
shampoos and conditioners are in the aisle and section labeled ‘hair 
care’ and not in a separate section for ‘ethnic products.’ 
• I can purchase travel size bottles of my hair care products at most 
grocery or drug stores. 
My father, who has worked in economic development for 30 years, 
would explain away these examples of white privilege as simple 
functions of supply and demand economics. White people still 
constitute the numerical majority in this country, so it makes sense, 
for example, that Band-Aid companies would manufacture “flesh-
tone” bandages for white people. 
 
Even if I concede to his argument (and ignore the “buying power” 
of communities of color), it still does not change the impact of these 
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Common Argument #3: But I live my life by the principles of 
equality and non-racism. 
Your Response: Good intentions, while appreciated, can't in and of 
themselves overcome a 200+ year American history of anti-black 
racism, to say nothing of racism against Asian, Latino, and other 
populations. Just because I'm a liberal, anti-racist white man doesn't 
mean I'm not reaping the benefits of white privilege. Both the ones 
that exist as present, modern-day phenomena — like a job 
application being more likely overlooked if it has a "black" name 
attached — and the ones that are rooted in our nation's history of 
slavery. 
Common Argument #4: Well, I never owned slaves. 
Your Response: But the leg-up persists. Even setting aside the 
incredible boost early America received from millions of entirely 
unpaid, uncared for slaves — and those back wages are still unpaid, 
by the way — consider what decades of enslavement and 
subsequent racist oppression means for a community. Basically, to 
use a popular metaphor, you got a head-start in a race, and you've 
been leading for years, while black Americans are trying to catch up 
with their shoelaces tied together. That's why programs like 
affirmative action exist, and moreover, why they're a moral 
necessity. 
Common Argument #5: I tried asking a black friend to explain 
privilege to me once, and they seemed annoyed. It was a real 
turn-off. 
Your Response: While I definitely can't speak definitively for 
people of color, I will say this: I've seen many socially conscious 
black activists and users on social media voice fatigue with how 
frequently they're viewed as an information desk for curious white 
people, expected to talk about painful racial inequities whenever 
called upon. 
I'm certainly not denying that it's nice to give somebody a warm 
reception when they express a desire to learn, but here's the thing: 
there are plenty of ways to learn about white privilege without 
asking the person who lacks it to explain it to you. For starters, you 
can hit up the ol' search engine and see what you turn up. If you 
looking for a start, Peggy McIntosh's "White Privilege: Unpacking 
the Invisible Backpack" is an oft-cited and very informative read. 
Common Argument #6: Look, we're all on the same side here, so 
it hurts for you to be calling me racist. 
Your Response: First of all, when somebody says you have white 
privilege, they aren't calling you a racist. Rather, they're saying that 
you benefit from societal and historical racism. It's why I can get 
pulled over and escape a ticket with a polite smile and an earnest-
sounding apology. It's why I can smoke marijuana, in public even, 
with little fear of reprisal. It's why I don't have to worry about 
people assuming, without having truly met me, that I'm angry, lazy, 
threatening, or a criminal malcontent. That doesn't mean I'm a racist, 
it just means that I'm awash in the same, centuries-old systems of 

real,” despite reams of evidence to the contrary. Black children– 4-
year-olds! — comprise 18 percent of preschool enrollment but are 
given nearly 50 percent of all out-of-school suspensions. Job 
applicants with white-sounding names are 50 percent more likely to 
get called in for an interview. Black defendants are at least 30 
percent more likely to be imprisoned than white defendants for the 
same crime. 
 
Why does such a fraught piece of academic lingo matter now? 
Because people are finally beginning to talk about what it means in 
their own lives. At a time when minorities are becoming more vocal 
about the ways in which their experiences in America differ from 
those of their white counterparts, the term might finally be entering 
the mainstream. On Monday night, at a forum for presidential 
hopefuls held in Iowa, Democratic front-runner Hillary Clinton was 
asked by an audience member to explain what white privilege meant 
to her, and how it had affected her life. Her response? “Look, where 
do I start?” 
 
Yet for every instance in which white privilege is acknowledged, 
there is an inevitable backlash. 
Commentators quickly jump in to remind us that “not all white 
people are privileged,” a clear (and perhaps willful) misreading of 
the term. Obviously not all white people are wealthy, and yes, there 
are minorities who have achieved wealth and other marks of status. 
But white privilege is something specific and different – it’s the idea 
that just by virtue of being a white person of any kind, you’re part of 
the dominant group which tends to be respected, assumed the best 
of, and given the benefit of the doubt. That just isn’t the case for 
people of other races, no matter how wealthy, smart or hard-
working they might be. 
Others denounce the term as a weapon used to guilt, shame, and 
silence, pointing at presumably well-meaning students told by 
holier-than-thou faculty and classmates to “check their privilege.” 
Yet while the term can be used to silence, that’s more the fault of a 
rude terminology-wielder than of the concept itself. All sorts of 
formerly harmless words have been deployed to guilt people and 
suppress speech — “unpatriotic” and “elitist” come to mind.  A 
reminder to acknowledge one’s privilege is just a reminder to be 
aware — aware that you might not be able to fully understand 
someone else’s experiences, or that the assumptions you were 
brought up with may be blinding you to certain concerns. That 
awareness that is key to any sort of civil discussion, about race, 
class or anything else. 
 
Before everyone gets too defensive (and let’s be honest — it’s 
probably too late), a few notes of clarification: Pointing out that 
white privilege exists isn’t the same as accusing every white person 
of being a racist. Acknowledging that you might benefit from such 

white privileges. As a white person, I get certain perks that people 
of color do not; I get the bandages and the pantyhose and the 
shampoo at the hotel that works with my hair. And in a new grocery 
store, I will not have to scan the aisles for my hair care products. 
They will be in the section called “hair care.” This is how I 
experience the world. 
These seemingly benign perks also demonstrate a danger on closer 
examination. Let’s say that I forgot to pack my shampoo for a 
business trip. When I get to the hotel, I see that the complimentary 
shampoo is not the standard Suave product to which I am 
accustomed but rather Pink Oil Lotion for African American hair. I 
would be surprised and might even think to myself: “Those black 
folks and all their lobbying … This is so unfair!” I expect these 
perks. As a white person, I think I am entitled to them. 
 
White Privilege: The Advantages 
Certainly, white privilege is not limited to perks like band aids and 
hair care products. The second function of white skin privilege is 
that it creates significant advantages for white people. There are 
scores of things that I, as a white person, generally do not encounter, 
have to deal with or even recognize. For example: 
• My skin color does not work against me in terms of how people 
perceive my financial responsibility, style of dress, public speaking 
skills, or job performance. 
• People do not assume that I got where I am professionally because 
of my race (or because of affirmative action programs). 
• Store security personnel or law enforcement officers do not harass 
me, pull me over or follow me because of my race. 
 
All of these things are things that I never think about. And when the 
tables are turned and my white skin is used against me, I am greatly 
offended (and indignant). The police department in my community, 
like so many other law enforcement agencies throughout this 
country, uses policing tactics that target people of color. Two years 
ago, I was driving down Rosa Parks Boulevard, a street that runs 
through an all-black and impoverished area of town, at night. I was 
looking for a house that I had never been to before, so I was driving 
slowly, stopping and moving as I searched for numbers on 
residences. 
Out of nowhere, this large police van pulled me over, blue lights 
flashing and sirens blaring, and a handful of well-armed police 
officers jumped out of the van and surrounded my car. I did as I was 
told, and got out of my car. (“Hands above your head; move 
slowly!”) I then succumbed to a quick physical pat-down, as well as 
a search of my car. The officers had pulled me over -- not only 
because of my erratic driving -- but also, because, in the words of 
one officer, I was “a white woman driving down Rosa Parks after 
dark.” They thought I was looking to buy drugs. 
When I went to the office the next day, I relayed my story to several 
white colleagues. They shared my sense of violation, of anger, of 



white supremacy as everyone else. The only way to really get this 
one wrong is to deny that white privilege exists. 
About the hurt feelings, though — you should consider how painful 
and/or exhausting it is for people of color to be asked to explain 
privilege, and to so often get defensiveness and bitterness when they 
make the effort. I've never seen this illustrated more vividly than 
during a painfully awkward recent interview between Imani Gandy 
(of RH Reality Check and This Week In Blackness) and left-wing 
radio host Nicole Sandler — a simple attempt at an adult 
conversation about white privilege, ostensibly with a progressive 
ally, that descended into sneering, hurt feelings and willful 
ignorance in a flash. In short, just because you might feel 
uncomfortable with your own privilege doesn't mean it doesn't exist. 
Common Argument #7: Well, what do you want me to do? I 
can't change any of this. 
Your Response: This is the good part! The answer is simple when 
you're starting out: just recognize it. Think about white privilege, 
and how it impacts your life. Think about how easily and freely you 
move through the world, safe from the same racist suspicions that 
people of color face, often daily. Maybe look over the demographic 
breakdowns from New York City's "stop and frisk" policy, and 
consider what difference a little white privilege can make. When 
someone asks you to "check your privilege," that's all they're saying 
— think about how your whiteness impacts your perspective, and 
consider whether you might be missing something.  
 
Listen. Learn. Nobody expects that you're going to single-handedly 
demolish the edifice of white privilege in America. That demands an 
enormous social transformation, and it can't happen in ignorance. If 
all of us can soberly, calmly recognize and understand our own 
privilege, we'll creep ever closer to that day. 

privilege isn’t equivalent to self-hatred or kowtowing to detested 
“social justice warriors.” 
 
The thing about white privilege is that it tends to be unintentional, 
unconscious, uncomfortable to recognize but easy to take for 
granted. But it’s that very invisibility that makes it that much more 
important to understand: Without confronting what exists, there’s no 
chance of leveling the field. 
 

rage. These co-workers encouraged me to call our legal department 
and report the incident. I later told the story to a colleague who is 
black and who lives on Rosa Parks. “You just never have to worry 
about those things, do you, Jennifer?” she asked and then walked 
off. In twelve words, she succinctly challenged my sense of 
privilege. 
 
White Privilege: The World View 
The third thing that white privilege does is shape the way in which 
we view the world and the way in which the world views us. The 
perks and advantages described above are part of this phenomenon, 
but not all of it. Consider the following: 
• When I am told about our national heritage or “civilization,” I am 
shown that people of my color made it what it is. 
• Related, the schools that I attend or have attended use standard 
textbooks, which widely reflect people of my color and their 
contributions to the world. 
• When I look at the national currency or see photographs of 
monuments on the National Mall in Washington, D.C., I see people 
of my race widely represented and celebrated. 
As a white person, I see myself represented in all of these places. 
And, until a couple of years ago, I never questioned that 
representation — or why people of color were excluded. After all, 
people like me have done a lot for this country and for the world. If 
people of color had done their part, so the theory goes, they too 
would see themselves represented. 
Well, people of color have done more than their share for this 
country. There is an old saying that the victors of war get to write 
the history of the world. White privilege works this way, too. Since 
white folks have been in control for so long, we have determined 
what is valuable or interesting or useful in terms of education. Greek 
and Roman mythology, Chaucer, and other canonized works have 
been selected and revered through the ages as critical components of 
any “solid liberal arts education.” 
I rarely have to question the validity of these selections — this is, 
after all, what is valuable and considered “the real stuff.” And I am 
entitled to a good education, aren’t I? I never question how or why 
some things are valued and others are not — why some things are 
important to “us” and other things are not. When people begin 
talking about diversifying a curriculum, one of the main things that 
opponents say is: “I am not willing to lower standards for the sake 
of minority representation.” 
The Black Student Coalition at my college, for example, lobbied the 
faculty to diversify the readings for the Literature 101 class, a 
required course for first-year students. One professor objected, 
saying: “You want me to replace Chaucer with the likes of Alice 
Walker?” Why do we value Chaucer more than the literary offerings 
of Alice Walker, Toni Morrison, or Audre Lorde? Who assigns that 
value and on what basis? 



Things are starting to change slowly. Perhaps your high school 
hosted programs during Black History Month or during Asian and 
Hispanic Heritage Months. Maybe your college offered courses in 
Black, Latino, Caribbean, Native American, Asian or ethnic studies. 
These are good places to start, but we should not need separate 
months or classes. Black history is U.S. history; Chicano literature is 
valuable literature. 
White privilege is a hidden and transparent preference that is often 
difficult to address. Only on closer inspection do we see how it 
creates a sense of entitlement, generates perks and advantages for 
white people and elevates our status in the world. 

 


