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Theory: Gertler and Izod

structures we see emerging, such as networking, matrix structures, and the
denivatives of authority within these structures. This needs to include a man
agement style for staff that is congruent with these organizational forms.
Additionally, we see the need for a different conceptualization of the
consultant role, one that reflects the postmodern movement in psychoanaly:
sts and in action research. The consultant stance would be that of an engaged

inquirer, rather than au objective interpreter. For example, working with (he

reciprocal linkages between the individual, the group, the task, and the state
of development of the system in relation to the task and so on. Such 2 dia
logue requires the consultant to take the position within the dynamic and

work from the experience within the position. That is, the’ consultant needs

to emphasize the co-constructed reality and her involvement in messy inter:
subjective processes.

Finally, we see this as the beginning of dialogue with others in Group .

Relations as well as those in organization studies, organization development,
and comparative psychoanalysis. A rich literature exists in these fields that
needs to inform Group Relations if it is to have a continuing relevance to con-
temporary life. We hope that this is a prelude to what wc see as vital devel-
opment for Group Relations theory and methodology. Indeed, if this work is
developed, then perhaps the “Confusion of Tongues” can be moderated.
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CHAPTER 5

White Women—Protectors of
he Status Quo; Positioned to Disrupt It

rah J. Brazaitis

The scene is set in the final moments of an experiential Group Rela-
ns conference organized around the theme of examining the relationship
retween diversity and authority in group and organizational life. The staff
nd members {(about 75 people) are gathered in the conference discussion—a
enary meeting where all the participants have the opportunity to participate
an open discussion about what was learned about diversity and authority
and what was not) over the course of the three-day conference. One member
shares histegret that the work in the conference was not deeper, was not more
collaborative, particularly, he says, he regrets there was not more interaction
and engagement among people from diverse backgrounds.

A young, White woman begins to share her reflections on the conference.

.She speaks in a high-pitched, but clear, voice; her words are articulate, and

her tone is earnest and insistent. She says she wanted to do deeper work in the
conference, she wanted to reach out to others who did not look like her, but
because it ‘‘was not safe,” she was not welcomed. She takes a breath before
continuing when she is interrupted. A 40-something African-American woman
begins to speak. Her voice has a deep, resonant tone and urgent cadence as
she counters the White woman’s point. She says White women always want
it to be safe before they act, White women always want the conditions to be
just right before they will take a risk, but then it is not any risk at all. She says
that waiting to “feel safe” is a privilege of White women. It is never “safe”
for women of color to speak up, to share their point of view, to ask for what
they want or deserve; yet they do it anyway because they Have no choice. The
Black woman’s voice grows louder and more cormmanding. She says White
women need to own up fo all they get from being White and being close to
White men. White women, she says, are too busy getting what they can from
White men and from being White themselves, while all the while talking about
how oppressed they are as women. With all that, she says, women of color will
never “welcome” White women as “sisters.”

The room is perfectly still, and the air is thick with the impact of her
words. All are riveted as this woman finishes her last sentence, and as she
does, the conference ends. Members and staff move into an informal post-con-
Jference social gathering, milling about and chatting loudly with one another,
In a comer of the room, the White woman is in tears. Other young, White
waomen are patting her back, murmuring to her, consoling her.
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INTRODUCTION

This chapter is about what White women do to hold dn 1o White privi-
lege and the costs and benefits associated with holding on. It is also about
what White women might be able to do and who we might be able to be
if we disavow snch privilege, an act that has both benefits and costs. This
chapter will explore the particular role of White women in group life and
White women’s contribution to the exploration of diversity in the U.S. from a
Group Relations perspective. White women’s standing is unique in society’s
power structure. Indeed, every social identity group has a particular posi-
tion in race relations, and each group is related to and influences cach other
in particular ways based on this position. This chapter suggests that White
women’s relatedness to White men and to people of color shapes their inter-
actions at every level of group analysis including interpersonal, group-as-a-
whole, intergroup, inter-organizational, and society-as-a-whole. The focus
of diversity work has mostly been on people of color and to some extent the
relationship between people of color and Whites. Using a Group Relations
analysis to explore While women as a group is a means of understanding
the relatedness of White women to other social identity groups. Further, this
chapter posits that White women are critical in maintaining the status quo of
race relations. That is, White women are uniquely placed to protect or disrupt
White male privilege and power.

This work is a discussion of White women. As a White woman myself,
this chapter is written in a White woman's voice. At times, that-voice is confi-
dent, passionate, and authentic, such as when I’m writing from my own expe-
rience and my experience can be easily grounded in the literature, At other
limes, my voice is hesitant and muted. After reading a draft of this chapter, a
colleague told me, *You start out strong and powerful, and then you get really
heady and distance the reader. It's confusing.” My writing is “heady” and
intellectual when 1 feel the need (o distance myself from the matcrial, to make
this work more scholarly, to attribute controversial ideas solely to others, and
to describe White women "out there” as though I am not one of them, par-
ticularly when a topic is too provocative to come close to it cmolionally. At
times, I felt these ideas were powerful and essential, if frightening. At other
times, I waated to dismiss them as oversimplifications, overgeneralizations,
and anecdotal. My experience writing this chapter was linked to the experi-
ence of reading it. Further, the process of writing this chapter, and of reading
it, must also reflect its content. A friend and colleague who helped edit this
chapter said to me of this work, “It’s risky to say, and it’s risky to read. In
reading and writing this chapter, there is a lot to be lost.” T have to agree.

This chapter uses a Group Relalions framework to examine how White
women are positioned to protect or distupt the status gno of White male privi-
lege and power. Critical to this analysis is the notion of intergroup embed-
dedness. Group Relalions theory suggests that within a given system, the
relationship between two groups depends not only on how they deal with
each other, but also on the relalionship each group has with the superordinate
group in the larger system. Applied to race relations, embeddedness refers
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- to the extent to which power differences between racial groups al the soci-

eta] level are mirrored in the relations between these groups at the organiza-
Lional and intergroup level. Thus, White women occupy a particular position
in relation to White men, the most powerful group in society, as well as to
women of color and men of color. Using a Group Relations perspective to
understand White women’s particular roles in group and systems has impli-
cations for theoty and praetiee. This chapter will end with the implications of
exploring White women’s unique position in race retations.

The Tavistock tradition of the study of group dynamics and Group
Relations focuses on a group-as-a-whole level of analysis. Group-as-a-whole
theory suggests that group members are inex(ricably interwoven via an uncon-
scious, tacit agrecment of shared fantasies and collusive projections which
form the group’s “élan vital” or “Gestait” (Wells, 1990, p. 55). Group-as-
a-whole theory is a useful framework for examining the role of social iden-
tity variables in group life and in society in that each social idenlity group
contributes to the Gestalt. This includes the notion that White women have a
particular predisposition or valence for specific qualities and characteristics
in groups and systems that they then enact on behalf of the entire group. This
chapter will focus on three aspects of White women’s unique contribution to
the élan of groups as a result of race and gender.

First, research and data from the psychological literaturc about White
women’s gender roles, gender role socialization, and relationships with White
men will be presented to frame this analysis. Critical areas where White wom-
en’s gender roles, gender role socialization, and male-female relationships in
the U.S. differ from those of U.S. Black women or other women of color,
both historically and cnrrently, will be highlighted. Seeond, specific projec-
tions White women receive in groups and systems will be explored as well
as what White women project onto others. White women’s particular valence
or pre-disposition to collude with the projections of others will also be dis-
cussed. Third, the chapter will include hypotheses regarding White women’s
contribution to maintaining the status quo of current race relations. This will
include a discussion of the costs and benefits of White women recognizing,
acknowledging, and transforming the interplay of their race and gender in
groups, systems, and the society at large.

HISTORICAL ROLES OF WHITE WOMEN

White womnen’s typical (stereotypical) roles in groups, organizations,
and systems today have roots in historical images, norms, and practices of
American society regarding White and Black females. Black and White
women have historically been held to different standards about femininity
(Davis, 1981; hooks, 1981; King, 1975; Ladner, 1971; Welter, 1983). Dur-
ing the time of slavery, Black women were expected to work in the fields and
were subject to harsh conditions and brutal beatings just as their male coun-
terparts were, White women, on the other hand, were considered pure, docile,
fragile, and in need of protection (Palmer, 1983; Perkins, 1983; Welter, 1983).
White woinen’s role was referred to as the “angel in the house” based on a
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boek of poems by the same name which was extremely popular during the
19th century (Giddings, 1984). The “cult of true womanhood” emerged as a
set of standards for White women who desired access to society’s most pow-
erful circles (Welter, 1983, p. 372). True womanhood emphasized innccence,
piety, purity, submissiveness, and domesticity for White women. Education
in true womanhood taught women’s “natural position of subordination” and
highlighted women as loving wives and mothers (Perkin‘s, 1983, p. 18). Yet
during that time period, Black women’s true womanhood followed a dif-
ferent path. White society scarcely acknowledged Black women as female.
Indeed, the ideals of White womanhood—submissiveness, docility, fragil-
ity—were the antithesis of Black women’s lives during slavery and for many
years following (Perkins, 1983). Black women, by contrast, were seen as
lahorers, and therefore a definition of Black womanhood was constructed that
included a tradition of hard work, perseverance, self-reliance, tenacity, and
resistance (Davis, 1981).

Differences between the roles and expectations of Black and White
women can be seen to this day throughout the modern feminist movement.
During the 1960s and 70s, while White women were fightiug for “meaning-
ful” job opportunities outside the home and an escape from the oppressive
tyranny of being housewives stuck in a suburban wasteland, Black women
were struggling against racism and sexism in the workforce (Giddings, 1984,
p.299). The problems of White, middle-class housewives were alien to many
Black women who had a long history in the labor force and had different
needs from the White women’s movement. Comas-Diaz and Greene (1994)
maintained that Black women have not been held to the traditional gender
roles of their White counterparts. Black woinen are said to value assertive-
ness, independence, self-confidence, and sexual assuredness (Lewis, 1975,
Reid, 1988; Reid, Haritos, Kelly, & Holland, 1995). Black female’s concep-
tions of womanhood include self-reliance, strength, resourcefulness, antono-
iny, and the responsibility of providing for the financial as well as emotional
needs of the family (Dngger, 1988; Ladner, 1971; Malson, 1983).

Over reliance on male approval, ambivalence and anxiety over contradic-
tory roles and passivity and non-assertiveness are not characteristics that
apply to many womien of color. By contrast, Black working class women
use agpressive action rather than passivity as a snrvival mechanism. As
a result they are often viewed antagonistically by Whites as nnfeminine
(Zinn, Cannon, Higgenbotham, il and Thornton, 1986, p. 298).

Children are socialized to gender roles in their families, at school, in
their communities, and via the larger culture and society in which they live
(Bem, 1983). Several scholars suggest that Black mothers are more likely to
teach their daughters not to subscribe to traditional ideas about femininity
(Comas-Diaz & Greene, 1994; Debold, Wilson, & Malav‘e, 1993; Goodman,
1990; Greene, 1990). Black mothers help to socialize their daughters as both
gendered and “raced” beings (Greene, 1990) and therefore direct their daugh-
ters to be strong, resilient, and independent in order to face the challenges
of a racist society (Tumer, 1987; Ward, 1990). Furthermore, Black moth-
ers instruct their daughters not to rely on meu to support them financially
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(Debold, Wilson, & Malave, 1993; Joseph & Lewis, 1981). Black men face
racism and discrimination in the labor market that severely hinders their abil-
ity to be the sole breadwinner in their families. In addition, the relatively high
percentage of Black female-headed honseholds necessitates Black women’s
ability to be financially independent (Palmer, 1983).

White girls are not taught to be resilient against racism, however, as
they do not experience racial oppression. White girls are taught to be nur-
turing and empathic, but not necessarily with the same focus on being inde-
pendent and strong. Palmer (1983) suggested that many White mothers can
expect their daughters to be supported by their futnre husbands and thus need
not command their daughters to be self-reliant. Instead, many White girls are
taught to be quiet, snbmissive, good, or even “perfect”—qualities that a man
would find attractive (Brown & Gilligan, 1992). White girls are then taught
to give up their power, self-reliance, and independence in exchange for pro-
tection and financial security (Debold, Wilson, & Malave, 1993). Hurtado
(1989) put it this way:

White, middle-class wonien are groomed from birth to be the lovers, moth-
ers, and partners (however nnequal) of White men because of the eco-
nomic and social benefits attached to these roles. Upper and middle-class
White women are supposed to be the biological bearers of those mem-
bers of the next generation who will inherit positions of power in society.
Women of color, in contrast, are groomed from birth to be primarily the
lovers, mothers, and partners (however unequal) of men of color, who
are also oppressed by While men. The avenues of advancement through
marriage that are open to White women who conform to prescribed stan-
dards of middle-class femininity are not even a theoretical possibility for
most women of color. This is not to say that women of color are more
oppressed than White women, but rather, that White men use different
forms of enforcing oppression of White women and women of color. As
a consequence, these groups of women have different political response

and skills... (p. 843). ‘

While White women may also value courage and self-reliance, they
potentially face different conseqnences [or asserting themselves than do
women of color. Assertive White women risk being judged unfeminine, and
as a result, being rejected by White men. Women of color, who have a dif-
ferent relationship to White men, need different coping strategies and hence
have developed distinct behaviors and responses.

Intergroup embeddedness in Group Relations thcory suggests that
there is an inter-relatedness among White men, White women, mnen of color,
and women ol color. 1n addition, the relationships among White women,
women of color, and men of color arc affected by each group’s relation to
the dominant group, White men. White wonzen are o the unique position
of being able to produce “racially pure” offspring for White men, offspring
who will be the next generation of power in society. Hurtado (1989) sug-
gested that White women are seduced into being the partners of White men
under the pretense of sharing power. Yet, it is a pretense because the partner-
ship and the power are unequal. “The patriarchal invitation to power is only
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a pretended choice for White women hecause. .. their inclusion is dependent;

on complete fmd constant submission” (Hurtado, 1989, p. 845). Were Whi
women (o distupt the system, change their position, renounce uneam

;Vhlte pnvileg_e,_and refusg the role White men have prescribed for them of
?ng a comphcu partner in maintaining the status quo, the eutire structure’
of race relations might be altered. White women’s silence on the realitybf;'

mterqction between White women’s roles in gronps, what White women”
contain on behalf of others, and White women'’s collusion collectively help:

to keep the status quo in place,

WHITE WOMEN’S ROLES IN GROUPS

It is hypothesized that White women's roles in groups, organizations,’
a_nd systems have their roots in socialization processes along génder and ra I'Zl
lines. 1 have worked to understand my own racial identity and researclf;d :
read, taught, and written about issues related to diversity and Group Relatio
over many years; | have also participated as both staff and rnembcfin nu n
ous Gropp Rfflatlons conferences, some designed specifically to unders!:]erci :
the relationship between Group Relations and diversity. Following are soarlrlnc :

examples of my impressions of who White women are in groups

[ ‘;gllte women take up the role of “the good girl” in groups and Sys-
ems. They are the ones who take copious notes, raise their hands to ask
Questions, sit in the front row, and nod their heads at the leader. | teach

a university graduate-level course on group dynamics in New York City

Ihe frc,),nt row of my classroom is usually filled with White women who

' good, obedlent. students. Of course, the White female students’ behav('"e
is p_robably also influenced by the fact that 1, as their professor, amn alséOr :
White female, The White women’s proclivity to support and aliy with mz )

dne to identifying with me js likely strong. 1t is my experience, liow
that these Wl_xite women’s obedient behavior is also related to lhe: rcs:: o
and expectations imposed on them, however unconsciously, b trl?adit' IE;B
gender rolcg that dictate how White females are supposcd’toyact AIUT}a
iizefbeha:fl:orlsgare reminiscent of traditional definitions of femiuir;e gi?)lclil:
3 ) .
i e(;l;; a Zirl”tl(llcgeélzt;ry, as well as of Gilligan and Brown’s more mod-
Whitel“l;;;;z :l(su(:; ligherestmgl,y experienced the opposite behavior from the
oy women ¥ y?nm,) in my class. These Wh]te women are the siy-
nits who whisper a_nd Pass noles Lo each other during my lectures: they are
Fhe stud_ents who arrive late and leave early. One hypothesis is that t’he {[
internalized the_ projections that White women are passive, docile syb o
sive; the opposite of powerful and authoritative. They pe;haps ca;m:] [ﬂlls-
themselves as having the authority, power, and competence to be a univ(::rssi(:;

pIOfESSOI'. HlllS they pEIllapS cannot auth y
y Onze me, a oun. &" lllte wWOolmat
’ g’ O 1)
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White women take on the role of being fragile or emotionally sensi-
ve in groups. They are the ones who cry. White women’s historical legacy
s that of delicateness and fragility. 1 have yet to be a participant in a Group

“Relations conference as staff or member when a White woman did not burst

to tears, silently weep, or leave the room wiping her eyes in the middle of a

roup session. Of course, others cry in Group Relations conferences as well,

cluding people of color and White men. White women, however, seem to

ave a particular valence or predisposition for it. It is certainly more socially

ceeptable for White women to cry than it is for men of any race to do so.

After all, White women are the “angels in the house” needing protection and
are, and their gender role seems to demand tears.

1 White women often interact predictably with White men in groups and
ystems taking on the role of being White men’s protectors and supporters.
White women benefit from uneamed privilege and authority through their
Whiteness, but also by their access to White male privilege in their relation-
hips with White men. Bell and Nkomo (2001) conducted a study for which
iey interviewed 825 Black and White women managers across the U.S. about
ace and pender dynamics at work among other things. They noted, “{White]
omen are quick to come to the defense of their White male supporters, often
cling as their talking heads, echoing and supporting their views and values
fellow workers™ (p. 241). One of the participants in the study described
White women’s access to White men in this way, “White women are very
amiliar to White men. This is someone they know, This could be their sister,

;iheir daughter, their mother or the girl next door. They are comfortable with
_these women” (p. 241). Indeed, White women are typically the mothers, sis-

ters, daughters, wives, and lovers of White men. It seems likely that pairing
‘with a very powerful group in society (e.g., White men) would be a diffcrent

experience than pairing with those in society who are often demied power and

uthority (e.g., men of color) because of racism and discrimination. White
‘women may then be particularly susceptible lo tradjtional notions of femi-
ninity and strategies to maintain intimacy with White men because they rely
on the conferred dominance (Mclntosh, 1989) afforded White men, Black
women and other women of color, by contrast, do not or cannot rely on White
male privilege (Hurtado, 1989). Bell and Nkomo (2001) asserted:
Because of White women’s perceived access to White men, many Black
women believe a White woman...has the upper hand in advancing her
own career. She learns from the master players—White men. But she gets
caught in a hind when it comes to speaking out against company practices.
Speaking out jeopardizes her fragile status (p. 241).

A Black female colleague, a university professor, related the foliow-
ing incident that seemed to reflect this dynamic. Students in her class were
required to give an in-class presentation on a chosen topic related to diver-
sity and higher education, and each would receive feedback publicly in class

- from the professor and other students. One of the White male studcnts gave

a particularly poor presentation. His research was shoddy and incomplete,
and his arguments were unorgamnized and vagne. The professor offered criti-
cal feedback detailing where his presentation needed improvement. One by
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one, White women in the class rajsed their hands and defended him, stating

his research was cogent and his arguments sound. The students of color iy
the class a.nd the other White males remained silent. Of course, there are
many ppsmble hypotheses to explain this interaction, Perhaps the s,.tudents of
color did not want to publicly disagree with a Black professor, perhaps ihe

White women who spoke in defense of the White, male stndent happened to

think he did a good Jjob, or were friends with him, Yet, it is also possible, that

the White women were acting to defend “their” man, albeit unconsciously,

because their privilege depended in some degree on preserving his. In addi-

tion, it may have been important for these White women to defend a White
man against the disapproval, criticism, or aggression of a Black woman. In
this example, preserving White privilege necessitated supporting a Wl;ite
man, but also rejecting Black femnale authority,

In Qroup Relations conferences as a member and staff person, 1 have
seen White women authorize White men as leaders and defend and ’protect
Whlt_e men despite their seeming irresponsibility, incompetence, or even
abusiveness. I have seen White women pair with White men ir;sistentl ,
repeatedly, often at the expense or exclusion of other women, both Whifé
and of color. I was on staff of a Group Relations conference enEitled, White-

ness anc? Autho.rity, whert? the staff was all White by design, in part, so as
to examine White authority explicitly rather than to keep it hidden as the-

implicit standard. 1 was deployed as the Large Study Group Team Leader

in this couference and worked with a team of fonr, another woman, and two

men, Tht? other woman on the team, the Conference Director, was sone-
what racially ambiguous. Although she identified as White he,r skin color
was the same hue as some who identify as people of color? The two malé
Large Stpdy Group Team members included an olive-skinned lewish ma[er
in his thirties, with dark brown hair and eyes, and a 50-some,thing Protes-
tant mz.ﬂe with light hair and eyes, and fair skin. At one point in our team’s
work, it became apparent that | was attempting to pair with the older White
male and to exclude the Director and the younger mnale. One hypothesis
was that 1 was trying to “push out the color” in our team and ereale an
Aryan pair of th.e oldet, “Whiter” male and me. By aligning with, support-
:ng, and protecting the older, Whiter male, | might increase my 0\;vn access
tgﬂl;:éij?gglxgue male privilege and power and diminish the power of
A major theme emerged at this conference concerning whether or not
there were “enongh seats at the table,” that is, whether or not power and
authority could be shared among a diverse group or could only be held by a
homoge_nous White few. If there was unconscious or conscions concern 'tl};at
ther_e might be {imited access to power and authority, it follows that 1, as the
White female team leader, might represent and enact the wish and ;;ttem t
to protect one’s own privilege at all costs, in this case, by pairing with t}?c.
Whitest male. This dynamic echoes the typical roles and behaviors White
women have adopted throughout history as a means of securing their own
resources thrpugh relationships with White men, even if it means exclud-
ing, abandoning, or extruding people of color. In addition, it’s possible that
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the Large Study Group team and the members of the Large Group may also

gonsciously or unconsciously) have wanted the “Whitest” team members

o pair as this would be a simpler, more familiar representation of those in

power, Thus, the entire system may have colluded in preserving this pair and

)y extension, the status quo.

. White women may take on the role of being oppressed in groups and

ystems, White women are in a position of being vulnerable to oppression

ased on their gender and capable of oppression based on their race. White

women certainly experience prejudice and discrimnination both personally
and institutionally because they are femnale. Gender bias is real and has

serious, deleterious consequences. Yet, in Group Relations conferences or
work groups where White women and women of color are present, 1 have
“repeatedly seen White women’s confusion, disappointment, and anger when
:women of color do not join with them (us) as “sisters” in the fight against
exism. For White women, discrimination is gender-based, while women of
olor face the “double jeopardy” of being female and a member of a visible
‘racial/ethnic group. For women of color, eschewing sexism may necessitate
betraying men of color, who are loved and needed allies in the battle against
‘racism. Women of color frequently (painfully) need to choose their batiles,
aind racisin, by comparison to sexism, is often the more deadly threat. There-
fore, White women havc a different experience of sexism than do women
‘of color, yet White women frequently seem to expect that sisterhood should
‘rump all when faced with the male oppressor regardless of whether that
ppressor is White or of color. White women often seem unaware that
although denouncing sexism risks their connection to White men (and pre-
sumably men of color), it does not alter unearned privilege based on their

lege and as such face different consequences in speaking out against sex-
ism. They risk losing their connection with tnen of color with Whom they
are allied in the fight against racism without the cushion of unearned White
privilege afforded White women. .

White women have historically focused on their gender oppression
largely to the exclusion of their race privilege. The field of psychology in
general, and feminist psychology in particular, with rare exception, has
ignored White women’s Whiteness and only examined the impact of race
when women of color are included in a sample. Thus, the psychology of
women in large part has neglected the differentiation among women and
instead, has presented theories and studies that suggest there is a “univer-
sal woman” (Reid & Kelly, 1994, p. 477; Spelinan, 1988; Yoder & Kahn,
1993). This concept of the universal woman implies that gender is a primary
experience for all women and that differences among women such as race,
ethnicity, class, religion, sexual orientation, and $o on are secondary to the
female experience. Yet, femaleness varies across a wide variety of social
identities. When White women refuse to acknowledge this variation, along
with accompanying status and power differences as noted in the opening
example of this chapter, it is increasingly difficult for them to work authenti-
cally across racial boundaries with women of color.
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Women of color’s mistrust of White women’s attempts to joi HAT WHITE WOMEN CONTAIN
together in fighting sexism has disturbing, historical roots. During the su
frage movement of the early 20th century, White suffragettes originali

sought the right to vote for all women, regardless of race. As a movemen

How are roles based on gender and race assigned and enacted in groups
why? Wells (1990) noted that groups use defense mechanisms such as
rojective identification and splitting to combat anxiety with resulting role
erentiation. Projeetive identification is a psychological process where-
one unconseiously splits off disavowed, disowned, or ambivalent char-
ristics {(e.g., rage, incompetence, or weakness) and deposits them into
ther individual or sub-group; the other(s) is then encouraged to express
se traits on behalf of the individual who disavowed them. Splitting refers
the unconscious process of dividing the world into disparate parts such
one aspect is containéd in an individual or sub-group and its opposite
another. These processes contribute to the formation and maintenance of
les in groups and systems. Roles are interdependent and interwoven such
that together they contribute to the group-as-a-whole’s Gestalt (Wells, 1990).
roups circumscribe conflicts into sub-groups of members who enact these
onflicts on behalf.of the entire group. Members who are not actively partici-
ating in a given confiict nonetheless experience it vicariously. Non-partici-
ants are, therefore, just as involved in the expression of conflict as those who
¢ actively enacting it.

Group Relations theory sugpgests the particular roles White women take
p in groups are, in part, basgd on projective processes of the group-as-a-
hole. White women have a particular valence, or pre-disposition, for these
Toles and hence collude in internalizing the projections of others and express-
g them. Yet, groups also work to keep Whitc women in these roles (and
other sub-groups in other roles) because doing so serves the group in some
way. What is projected onto White women and why? What do White women
project onto others? How do these projections serve the group-as-a-whole?
:  The above paragraphs have outlined the process of projection to which
White wonien are subject in groups. White women receive projections of
being docile, fragile, submissive, and in need of protection. They are expected
{Ssometimes unconsciously) to be selfless, nurturing, passive, and quiet. Lest
the reader scoff at these traditional stereotypes of White women as outdated or
imelevant in the 2 1st century, more recent works have suggested women must
continue to display “traditional” qualities to be aecepted in the workplace.
Ann Richards, foriner governor of Texas, was recently quoted as saying:
We try to feed into this pattern of acceptability that seems to be so impor-
tant, particutarly in running for public office or tryiug to become the CEQ
of a corporation. You have still got to make the pretense that you are aiso
being a wife and mother, that you're keeping the house clean, and giving
parties—when women have no more time to do all that than men do who
fill those jobs. But we still play the game because we think or we hope that
we will get some acceptance (Clift & Brazaitis, 2000, p. 323).
How do White women taking on these roles serve the group-as-a-whole?
First, it allows others (men, women of color) to disavow distasteful parts of
theinselves by depositing those qualities on the “other”—White women, Mill-
er (1976) argued that because women are in a lower status position in society

- One‘way White women attempt to obfuscate the issue of their race
pr1v1]ege'1s_ by focusing on a social identity other than race: ethaicity
qlass, religion, or sexual orientation. | have been in many G.roup Relzz
tions conferences where White women, who are pressed {usually by peo-
p,lc of color) to acknowledge their White skin privilege, have said )‘J‘\%’ell
I_m not really White, I'm Jewish.” Or, “l may be Whi,te but I’rr; a les-
b1a1'1, 50 I'm dqubly oppressed just like women of color’.” After givin
an InV1t.ed seminar on White privilege and psychotherapy at a colle E
cS:;)}:ins‘f:llglg (,:entf:r, a Wl}ite female therapist approached me afterward afd
5 éﬂ,{ing &r;sts .t,f,nnk White privilege applies to me because my parents are

) Rather tl}an exploring their Whiteness and femaleness and the inter-
section of_a third social identity, it seems White wornen would rather just
forget‘ their own race all together and explore rather, for example begin
a Jewish woman, lesbian woman, or working class woman. In add,ition %
have ob_served that White women in groups seem to disregard Whiteness ’lo
?mphasme another oppressed group to which they belong. I have yet to be
In a gronp conference where a White woimnen says, “Yes, I'm White, but I'm
also upper class and that’s more important to me.” It seemns White’ woiInen
are qulc_k to highlight their experience of oppression based on gender, or
othF:r munority identities, especially when interacting with people of co,lor
This appears to be an attempt to disavow their capacity to be oppressive-
and perhaps, to identify with people of color’s experience, as a means of,'
«.:ollaboratmg across racial boundaries. It may additionally l;c an attempt to
increase thelr_ sense of being vppressed so as to gain power with the lijdea
that among disenfranchised groups, the more oppressed you are the more
power you have. What seems more difficult to do, however, is for White -
women Lo altempt to explore their capacity to be oppressive ,both via their -
own skin color and through their access to White male privilege. White
women who work to understand their own racial identity would be.en ag-
g tn a more authentic self-exploration and hence may be more ca; b]g gf
meaningful cross-racial interactions. peeo

108 GROUP RELATI
(ONS READER 3 GROUP RELATIONS READER 3 109

S il




Theory: Brazailis

in relat_ion'to men, they develop personality characteristics that reflect this
‘s‘ubo‘rdm?pon and help themn cope with it. She wrote that females develop
an inability to act, to decide, to think, and the like—weakness, and help-

lessness” because of their gender subordiuation (p. 7). She {urther added that -

subordinate.s who express these characteristics are deemed well-adjusted
Hence, White women who take on these projections arc judged normal an(i
are accepted. White women who attempt to reject such rigid role prescrip-
tions are thcu subject to being deemed deviant, unacceptable, or incompe-
tent. Women of color and men may collude in maiutaining White women
in the;e roles, however, as doing so potentially frees them from having to
experience these vulnerable and demeaning qualities. They can watch as a
White woman leaves a room in tears and think, “What’s her problem?” or
f‘Not me.” All social identity groups have a stake in locking White wc;men
into these narrow, rigid, subordinate roles and proclaiming them normal. A
White woman who attempts to resist such roles is then seen as pathological
and can be made lo feel crazy.

It copld be argued that White women’s experience of vulnerability and:
weak‘ness is directly related to men’s or While men’s experience of being
fpnmdable and strong. White women’s role in groups of needing protec-
tion could then also be seen as directly connected to Black women’s roles
of being sel_fwreliant, independent, aud tough. Women of color and men way
haye some investment in mainfaining White women in stereotypical roles, as
domg_ so releases them from having to own or experience those disagrcea’b]e
parts in themselves.

WHITE WOMEN’S COLLUSION

. Yet, projective processes iu groups are more complex than is appar-
ent in thfz above analysis and often far less benign. While groups project
thes_e various qualities onto White women, White women collude with these
projections. That is, White women also have an investment in maintaining
these stereotypical roles, When White women are passive aud docile Black
women are left with rage and aggression. White women who ignmje their
capacity to be oppressive may uot want to own their hostility and ability to
hurt or ham:n. It may be far more palatable for White women to maintain the
image of being sweet, passive, and submissive, or oppressed, than capable of
1nten§e rage, racisin, and violence. Connolly aud Noumair (1997} wrote, “For
a Wh]te woman to ask a Black woman (o carry her anger is to collude wi,th the
maintenance of parochial racial and gender slereotypes whereby we construct
‘angry Blgck women” and ‘powerless White women’” {p. 329),

Whltf: women may also be invested in colluding with these projections
as they facilitate their access to White male privilege. For White women to
speak out against their traditional gender roles is to break from their alli-
ance with White men. In particular, White women who acknowledge and
escliew their unearned White skin privilcge may then force White men to
acknoxy]edge theirs. White women who demand an iuquiry into Whiteness
necessitate an examination of a major piece of White male power—conferred
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dorninance based on skin color—and as such, may no longer be the wel-

- come partners of White men ju sharing (however unequally) that dominance.
_White women, then, risk losing their access to White male privilege if they
“fend off projections based on gender and race. White men then have much lo

gain by keeping White women in these roles for the same reasons. If White

- women abandon Whitc men by speaking out about Whiteness, ‘White men’s
power is at risk of being deconstructed. Connolly and Noumair (1997) stated,

“White womnen have been used as a prophylactic against interrupting patriar-
chy” (p. 331). Deconstructing White male power includes revealing the myth

* of meritocracy. Rejecting unearned White privilege means debunking the

- idea that those who are in power have unequivocally earned their position,
" rather than they have unduly benefited from a racist, sexist society and that

(heir conferred dominance is based on being White and male. The notion of

. meritocracy benefits White women as Whites and as partners of White men.

Exposing the myth of meritocracy means ‘White women and men must ques-
tion whether or not their power and authority have been earned.

IMPLICATIONS

What would disrupting the status quo look like? White women who
acknowledge and take responsibility for their Whiteness, renounce unearned
White privilege, and speak up and speak out even when it is not safe—
that is, even when they risk their own privilege and their access to White
men—contribute to changing the status quo of race relations in this coun-
try. White women stand to gain from fighting against gender subjugation
while also rejecting uuearned White privilege. They can be freed to nurture
and strengthen their sense of self-agency and authorization, not by seeking
comection with unearned White male dominance and staying powerless
and quiet, but rather by finding their authenticity and being true to who they
are in all their various social identities. White women could then potential-
ly access their competent, active, strong, angry, and vital dimensions rather
than retnain stuck in a rigid role that narrowly and inaccurately defines them.
White womeu who fulfill these narrow, rigid roles so as to preserve relation-
ships with White men find their creativity is stifled, their passion deadened.
White women who accessed these parts of themselves might then free men to
take up more vulnerability and healthy dependence.

A White female executive known to the author challenged her boss
publicly on au issue related to his stance on diversity in the organization that
she thought was racist. She said she had suffered his views silently in the
past, fearful of losing her connection to him, and as such, the power in that
conuection. Yet, she knew if she did not challenge him, she could no longer
respect him or herself, nor could she support the organization’s mission. She
saw lier options as submit, challenge, or leave. He accepted her feedback
and worked with her and others to change his position on the organization’s
diversity policy. As a result, the Whitc fernale cxecutive felt re-committed
to working fully and authentically for her boss and the organization. n a
related way, Whitc women who reject these rigid role prescriptions and shift
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their relational position to White men, might be able both to lead and fol- 7

lo»t\lfl more authenticall_y in groups and organizations. They wonld be able to
atu orize others to bring their full selves to work rather than to behave in
5 ereotyplcaa} narrow ways. Less investment in maintaining the status quo of
preser;mg hite male power could free up more possibilities for all.
Whi[enggse){()zrtmfle, Wéll[‘zh wo‘fhncn or White men and women could focus on
» OL TACE, and other diversity issues such that
rsity iss people of color coutd
bel freed_ tEom the tyranny of the diversity expert role.” That is people of
ic; or might have more encrgy and desire to focus on other jssues passions
t"erslasts,f etc. than those ot: diversity and multicultnralism, As it stands now’
Eg:)p '1?},(') Zolor cairy these issues because White people do not, cannot, or wili
- 1D1s doesn’t mean that White people would iversity
' ne; gel to be diversity expe
and have,Whlte pn'\rl!elge, but rather that “diversity work” would bz qeé)n I;i
:vleryone sfresponmblhty rather than people of color’s “problems” or their
Ol area of expertise. In addition, White wo, i
: dition, men might be more trustwor-
ﬂ(]jy collaborators in cross-racial interaction. White women who can EICI‘CSI:O\;)/;;
;1 egi: lz::g a;fgdak Wt}? [thelr' ()_{)pressil:reness and oppression and who can reject
e privilege while they denounce thejr jugati
. 1 gender subjugation
\T:f::;nbxb[]ﬁ to [plf)irtner more authentically across racial boundariei %lack
ghl not be trapped in the role of “the an ” .
t i gry one,” nor would the
i)vz e:l?:lf:dtfei)le cqng:n;allyb;he ETOUp s strong and self-reliant members B]acl)((
, » It be able to access other parts of themsel ithe
pressure of constantly having (o be stron oo of 11 b
: g and powerfnl. People of al
_could poteqﬂ:ally have more role freedom and jn a related wayp more cler:t?cs
ity, authe{ltlcxty, complexity, and personal authority, , v
cated Wh}.te women wquld have to guard against accepting a more sophisti-
i Sa E ei\rflers;lon“of [h:; \\gllite female projections in the context of diversity; that
, g the “goo ite girls” on diversity. Ther Whi ,
authorize people of color at all ) with every somaoneh Who
¢ costs, agree with every accusation of the;
: _ the
2:31_ tralclsm, a:dt(ijmanlgally launch into a confession of their White privileglé
115 unearned benefits at the first mention of race relat
White womam e o a th ¢ relations. 1 have been that
; » the pressure to be “good” | i i
this context, good does not me i . atbes i I
, an skillful or competent but rath igi
obedient. A “good White girl” iversity i iniscent of the gan St
. girl” on diversity is reminiscent of th i
woman of the 19th century, dutiful and i b e
s well-behaved, saying what she thi
others want to hear, rather than what she really believes.y ; © thinks
Yet, a true examination of White women’s role in race relations goes

it involves White women being able to di i
\ 1 scern the interplay of White privi.
lege and sexism, classism, homophobia and the like, allc-)ig with all of lilr;f:;!e

ist projections and said she felt the group tried to make her its “Mammy” to
nnriure them. Further, she maintained that | colluded with the group in d{)ing
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so. At Hirst, ] felt dismayed. | liked this woman and had begun to develop a
collegial relationship with her before the conference. 1 had hoped to contin-
ue our relationship and had anticipated working together in one capacity or
another after the conference ended. Now I felt 1 was being accused of partici-
pating in racist projective processes. My knee-jerk reaction was to be “a good
White girl. * 1 felt the impulse to concur immediately, agreeing that I collud-
ed or even participated actively in a racist process. 1 thonght 1 should guickly

acknowledge my unearned White privilege, my racism, and my failure to
authorize her as a Black woman. Yet, when 1 reflected further, 1 reatized that
1did not fully agree with the woman’s characterization of the dynamics and
her role. | suggested that the group tried in many ways to de-authorize her
because she was so competent and skillfnl. There were many competitive and
ambitious members in her group who, 1 thought, tried to disempower her so
as to emerge as leaders themselves. Indeed, one of the ways they attempted
to unseat her was to try (o make her a Mammy, the message being that she
could only be accepted if she was nurturing and subservient. Yet, 1 offered
that the group eventually discovered it could not force her into a narrow, rac-
ist role which cut off her competence; instead, the gronp then authorized her
as a powerful leader. This process was not unrelated to race, of course, and
several of the ways the group iried to challenge this woman’s leadership were
racist and disturbing. Yet, the fundamental issue seemed to be how the group
took in this woman’s power and authority in conjunction with her social iden-
tity rather than solely the group’s and my racism. A White woman suggesting
to a Black woman that she was not solely victimized, but was also authorized,
felt risky. Yet, being able to feel along the edge of this dynamic and offer it
to a woman of color, knowing it might be rejected, felt more authentic than
offering up an analysis of the group’s and my racism. White women need to
be able to identify and interrapt their own raeism and that of others, but they
also need to be able to forego being held hostage to diversity issues for fear
of being bad, wrong, criticized, or abandoned. By not succumbing to being a
“good White girl” on diversity, { had access to more of my own competence;
that is, 1 could consider the dynamic from a more complex perspective. This
aliowed for a richer understanding and a collaboration across race.

A critical examination of White women’s role in groups, organiza-
tions, and society, incloding in race relations has implications for diversity
and Group Relations theories. The psychology of women has been criticized
for perpetuating the myth of the “universal woman,” that is, as noted above,
the notion that gender is a primary experience for all women that supersedes
other differences that conld affect their lives (Reid & Kelly, 1994). In addi-
tion, the universal woman is said to be based on a White, middle-class, het-
erosexual woman (Reid & Kelly, 1994) and so refiects ouly a segment of
the female experience while proclaiming to represent all women. Examining
White women’s unique position, inclnding the role of White women’s race
privilege in their lives, would challenge the notion of the universa! woman.
White women would not, then, be presented as the quintessential group of
females as has been promulgated in the past, but rather, White women would
be named as one group aniong many with significant within-group variation,
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1 i i :
Sr(l:crlztt:ﬁl1 whlt%/ women wou}d be seen as contributing one piece to diversity
izing White women’s position might then act as a catalyst for a shiﬁ Py

in the entire system.

- ‘fft, tht\aN pressure to preserve the existing power structure is exceed-
hogld3; s on%l. e return to t_he Sedyctivc, familiar, and abusive status quo that .
unconl;éizo ;fcnt;ely l:n 1(;5 tight grip. We are convinced again and again, often |
usly, that the devil we know, the way thi i , '
: : s y things are now, is preferable

or at least recognizable. Interrupting the status quo often feels neagly impos-

sible, and costs much, particularly for those in power.

White women who rej j i
N ! T ject gender subjugation and denounce Whi
gtrtlg'rl]l[tiagc ns!ic l(ggmg access to White male power, in addition to Wh?te melliz i
on and affection. In my own attempts to name Whi 1vi i )
i ite privilege in ¢
prcscn(;_e of Wh.ItG men, 1 have experienced what 1 would cgll “thg hlz;:cfl:ﬁ
%3?(0 thlc White man. l_can still picture the look on the face of a senior
coni‘:r emnf;cc W(:gnsuIltant dum;;g the Whiteness and Authority Group Relations
en | continvally brought up White privilege. He tur
and stared with what seemed to be ha N Bty exocione of
! tred and contempt. M i
this look was that I had D i Wnitoncss
gone too far and pushed too hard agai i
¢ ‘ : gainst Whiten
an]d 'Elns was my pun1§hnlcnt. Losing access to power and authority throﬁssl;
relationships with White men can feel quite devastating, even deadly Loqiﬁg

the attention and affection, indeed, the love, of White men also often feels

intolerable. As a White woman who has an adored White brother, a respected

White father, and a belov i
, ed White husband, pulling th i
‘ : , e cover :
can literally ll'ccl like surrendering one’s lifeblood. ’ on pririarchy
riv.chn addition, White women who speak out about Whiteness and White
Fhe i glc may (l;md themselves sisterless. Other White women may distance
mselves and withdraw their support and fri 1
riendship from womn h
atiempt to expose White privilege. Su wer and
en . Such exposure threatens thei
privilege, too. 1 directed a Group Relatio e
ns course conference where mo
i]lv]}z]lg hallf hthe staffl were women of color. A White female staff member wiiﬁ
m | have a close relationship said to me wi i i
‘ ith a mixture of duli
and wariness, “You reall i ™ Womon
, 'y authorize women of color, don’ rr
of color (and men of color for th ot Whits wormen whe
at matter) may not trust White wom
ma; en who
igt:trl?gg ;ooggléjtlowlul:c:)ge vz&d take responsibility for their Whiteness. After
rayal by White women, women of color m ,
4 ; . ay never be com-
[;\l;:-etly accepting of the ﬁlsterhoqd of White women. Coﬁaborating with
g ite women may comphcate women of color’s lives, and it may be safer
o twomt:n of color to distance themselves [rom White women [or reasons
: ;adigl(;l .bcyonéi W]nte women’s racism. Women of color have the power
iss and reject White women, to exclud i
, them from sisterhood
hurt them. Women of color ris i )  Whites and
; sk racism, betrayal, or rejection b i
abandonment by other peo i oo with Wi o
ple of color in trying to join with Whi
: : 1le wornen.
'\E"l;?])jre:;lsow rlllslg losing the Elower they have to reject, dismiss, and hurt White
. ite women and wornen of color alike ri ,' i
ek toanter . e risk nwich in their attcmpts
Yet, White women are in th iti
o Yel, ¥ e position of not having to speak
against racism and conferred dominance. 1 have many timegs felt I\)vearyotl)l;
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working on my own racial identity, fatigued by addressing Whiieness and
White privilege, and profoundly inadequate in ny ability or lack thereof
o work across racial boundaries with women and men of color. 1 have fre-
" gquently fantasized about ceasing my elforts to explore Whiteness as these
" efforts, more often than not, have leit me feeling irrelevant, rejected (by
. both Whites and people of color), and foolish. When 1 have spoken of some
of the ideas in this chapter, 1 have been met with blank stares, angry rebut-
tals, or obvious disintersst. 1 am acutely aware that my attempts to address
Whiteness and White privilege are often blundering: blunt and strident,
‘and sometimes, niotivated more by wanting to be seen as a “good” White
‘woman by people of color, rather than by an authentic desire to explore my
race and its meaning. Indeed, 1 have at times overauthorized people of color
in Group Relations conferences, automatically agreeing with all that they
say, seeing their contributions as ipso facto more important than those of
Whites, and working to implement their suggestions regardless of merit. In
the Group Relations conference where a White female friend and colleague
pointed out that 1 reaily authorize people of color, | now realize 1 was at
" imes working hard to be a “good White girl” on diversily rather than genuo-
inely collaborating across race.

1 musi acknowledge the rimes in my Yife when 1 have thought it better to

'hold on to my privilege, however uncarmed. And as a White woman, 1 can. 1
_donot fear being shot in the street by 2 police officer, being denied a job based
on my race, having my home vandalized, or my family attacked because of
what 1 look like. 1 have White privilege. Yet, this privilege costs e too. It
 stifles iy creativity and complexity and confines me [0 narrow, rigid, inau-

thentic, and unearned definitions of myself and my roles. The autliority 1

* have is not based on who 1 am, but rather on my White skin color. White

women who acknowledge their femaleness and their Whitcness potentially
bring more authenticity and passion to their work, love, and lives in gen-
eral. Hence, they are harder for others to categorize, understand, and some-
times, appreciate. They may be the object of more envy and competition, and
thus more vulnerable to attacks from others. Yet they may be more sure of
their own authentic comnpetence and true value irrespective of skin color, and

~ hence, more resistant to others® assaults.

S0, where are the groups and systems that allow White women to be
complicated and multidimensional, rather than one-dimensional figures con-
tining stifling projections on everyone’s behalf? And, who are the White
women who manage to bring themselves fully to groups and systems? They
are the White female students in my class who take copious noles, sil in the
front row, and engage me in thoughtful, informed, and challenging discus-
sious. They are the White women who can weep when hurt or moved, yet
whose tears do not dissolve them, but rather empower them to connect, act,
or change. They are the White women who can name and reject White privi-
lege and lead, empower, and join White men (o do the same. They are the
White women who denounce sexism while differentiating their experience of
gender subjugation from that of women of color’s. They are fnlly themselves:
strong, vulnerable, {earful, courageous, and dazzling White women.
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CONCLUDING THOUGHTS CHAPTER 6

The Denigrated Other:
Diversity and Group Relations

Marvin R. Skolnick and Zachary G. Green

“And the whole earth was of one language and one speech... And they
- said let us build a city and a tower whose top my reach unto heaven...and the
“Lord came down to see the city and the tower which the children of men had
:built... And the Lord said the people are one and they have all one language. ..
“let us confound their language, that they may not understand one another’s
speech. So the Lord scattered them abroad from there upon the face of all the
s earth... Therefore the name of it called Babel,” (Genesis, 11, 1-10).

tial outcome is that all social identity

ativity, authenticity, and personal authorj
| > and ority and power, not based f
gender, skin color, prvilege, or lack thereof, but rather on real s;lcli??s]yaﬁg

Bion (1961} proposed that the Oedipus, Garden of Eden, and Tower of
Babel myths reflect a universal and deep ambivalence abont self-knowledge
and knowledge about others with whom we are linked. From Bion’s perspec-
tive, we cannot possess absolute knowledge about human relations, rather
our lives are lived on a frontier where collaborative leaming through experi-
ence pushes the frontier but never conquers it. The Ged of the Babel myth
reacts to the human pursuit of knowledge, symbolized by the building of the
tower, by splitting us into factions rendered unable to understand each other.
This God can be understood as that aspect of human jealously that guards
an illusion of omnuiscience and avoids painful self-knowledge. It attacks the
links with groups of others that provide the potential for social leamning. It
denigrates the other.

This chapter explores the dynamics of diversity utilizing the work of
Bion and other psychoanalytic thinkers. The Group Relations conference
as a laboratory to study the unconscious aspects of these dynamics will be
considered. This chapter is au extension and revision of a paper presented

resources of power and authority such coll i
ab
supply to be shared among ail. Pration conld pr

MO. The original article, published in the proceedings of the meeting, was
based on learning from the first diversity themed Group Relations confer-
ence held in June, 1989. Continuously since that time, the Washington-
Baltimore Affiliate and the Howard University Counseling Service have
co-sponsored an annual conference on some variant of the title “Diversity
and Authority.” The “diversity” and “identity” themes have become com-
monplace in AKRI conferences, including one national conference and sev-
eral conferences sponsored by regional centers. Two conferences, one with
an entirely African-Ameriean staff and another focused on “Whiteness” as
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in 199] at the A. K. Rice Institute (AKRI) Scientific Meeting in St. Louis, _




