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“Knowledge is the key to be free!”

“Knowledge is the key to be free!”

I

’ve been blissfully ignorant of these ideas of privilege and the concept of
checking it until very recently. It came across my radar after the fall out of
a twitter row. A set of ideas were put forward, and argument was made.
The response to this argument boiled down to the person was writing it from
a perspective of “white male privilege”. The issues were side stepped.
I assumed that this was an abuse of a theory that I didn’t understand, that
privilege theory wasn’t simply a handy tool to dismiss an argument because
you don’t like the person making it. I asked on twitter for some links so I could
ind out what this theory was really about. The most interesting and by interesting I mean the most infuriating was A Class Struggle Anarchist Analysis of
Privilege Theory – from the Women’s Caucus.1
Before I explain my problems with the theory and its uses I’ll irst brie ly explain where I’m coming from. I’m a socialist. I believe in and strive for a universally applied set of values that can be simply described as equality and
freedom. For a more complete explanation of these values AFED’s own aims
and principles2 is as good place to look. These aims and principles provide
a lens to view the world through and a yard stick to measure the validity or
otherwise of ideas against.

People Act in their Material Interest
The AFED Aims and principles criticism of union’s touches on this, the interests of union leadership are often at odds with the interests of their members. The overthrow of the wage system, of capitalism while in the interests
of the members is not in the interests of the leadership. Privilege theory takes
no account of shifting material interests and instead is concerned with ixed
categories of identity. Once analysis moves away from the material and into
identity it’s almost impossible to reconcile it with class struggle in all but the
most crude terms. In their analysis of privilege theory AFED abandon class
struggle almost completely:
The term “privilege” has a complex relationship with class struggle, and to understand why, we need to look at some of the differences and confusions between economic and social class. Social
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Footnotes:
1. http://www.afed.org.uk/blog/state/327-a-class-struggle-anarchistanalysis-of-privilege-theory--from-the-womens-caucus-.html
2. https://afed.org.uk/aims.html
3. http://www.kenanmalik.com/essays/pp_fatwa_extract.html
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The racism, the division of working class people had at its roots material resources. The real grievances of those people who saw themselves as missing
out were not racial they were class issues. Privilege Theory does nothing to
help us understand let alone tackle this because there is no one with any actual privilege.
Privilege Theory is a tool for middle class people to tell people with no discernible privilege to “check their privilege”. It provides nothing of any use
to a working class movement and undermines solidarity. It formalises an ad
hominem argument when the issues aren’t convenient to discuss.
We don’t need it; we have a set of ideas and values by which to measure arguments against. What we don’t have, as working class people is much in the
way of privilege unlike our middle class friends playing at being radical. It’s
not a game.

class describes the cultural identities of working class, middle
class and upper class. These identities, much like those built on
gender or race, are socially constructed, created by a society based
on its prejudices and expectations of people in those categories.
Economic class is different. It describes the economic working and
ruling classes, as deϔined by Marx. It functions through capitalism,
and is based on the ownership of material resources, regardless
of your personal identity or social status. This is why a wealthy,
knighted capitalist like Alan Sugar can describe himself as a
“working class boy made good”. He is clearly not working class if
we look at it economically, but he clings to that social identity in
the belief that it in some way justiϔies or excuses the exploitation
within his business empire. He confuses social and economic class
in order to identify himself with an oppressed group (the social
working class) and so deny his own signiϔicant privilege (as part
of the economic ruling class). Being part of the ruling class of capitalism makes it impossible to support struggles against that system. This is because, unlike any other privileged group, the ruling
class are directly responsible for the very exploitation they would
be claiming to oppose.
This idea that the middle class and working class are nothing more than socially constructed cultural identities is convenient for privilege theory. It’s reduced the class struggle in the material sense to Alan Sugar and other owners
of material resources oppressing everyone else. The middle class are part of
the oppressed group; it’s an identity no more or less signi icant than another.
It’s complete nonsense. The middle class and working class as well as cultural
difference experience different material conditions. The material and the cultural feed into each other in the form of connections and opportunities for the
middle class that the working class don’t enjoy. The interests of the working
class and middle class are very different. People act on the basis of their material interests. Just as the union leaderships don’t share the same interests as
their membership, depending on the existing order for their material advantage and power so the middle class exist and enjoy material advantage in the
same way.
Item 3 from AFed’s aims and principles:
We believe that ϔighting systems of oppression that divide the working class, such as racism and sexism, is essential to class struggle.
Anarchist-Communism cannot be achieved while these inequalities still exist. In order to be effective in our various struggles
against oppression, both within society and within the working
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class, we at times need to organise independently as people who
are oppressed according to gender, sexuality, ethnicity or ability.
We do this as working class people, as cross-class movements hide
real class differences and achieve little for us. Full emancipation
cannot be achieved without the abolition of capitalism.
The twin issues of division and oppression are very real and need to be tackled. The important part of that is “We do this as working class people, as crossclass movements hide real class differences and achieve little for us.” The reason is that class is unique, other identity categories can feed into the material
conditions and interests of a person but on a shifting basis. That’s not to say
that patriarchy or racism are not real or that they can be dismissed but it’s
not possible except on single, narrowly framed issues to equate the interests
of any group across class lines. AFED claim this can achieve little for us. I go
further and say that it ensures that struggles rooted in identity and not class
can never feed into a wider struggle against capitalism because they are made
up of people who don’t share the same interests, class interests. The overthrow of capitalism is not in the interests of the middle class whether they’re
a cisgendered white male or not.
In their analysis of Privilege Theory AFED touch on racism:
At other times the beneϔits are more subtle and invisible, and involve certain pressures being taken off a privileged group and focused on others, for example black and Asian youths being 28%
more likely to be stopped and searched by the police than white
youths. The point here is not that police harassment doesn’t happen to white youths, or that being working class or a white European immigrant doesn’t also mean you’re more likely to face
harassment; the point is that a disproportionate number of black
and Asian people are targeted in comparison to white people, and
the result of this is that, if you are carrying drugs, and you are
white, then all other things being equal you are much more likely
to get away with it than if you were black. In the UK, white people
are also less likely to be arrested or jailed, or to be the victim of a
personal crime. Black people currently face even greater unemployment in the UK than they do in the USA. The point of quoting this is not to suggest we want a society in which people of all
races and ethnicities face equal disadvantage – we want to create
a society in which nobody faces these disadvantages. But part of
getting there is acknowledging how systems of oppression work,
which means recognising that, if black and ethnic minority groups
are more likely to face these disadvantages, then by simple maths
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white people are less likely to face them, and that means they have
an advantage, a privilege, including the privilege of not needing to
be aware of the extent of the problem.
As they say, black and Asian youths are more likely to face police oppression,
their example that a white person is more likely to be able to carry drugs and
not get caught is odd and isn’t privilege unless the police are harassing someone at all times and if they stop doing so on grounds of race white people are
at higher risk.
The unemployment statistics make more sense; black people are oppressed
in this way. Thinking of this in terms of privilege for white people isn’t useful
in terms of understanding it and is positively counter-productive in tackling
it. What is described is a material reason for solidarity. There’s a pile and
some people are at the bottom of it, they belong to a variety of identity categories. The only way out of this is recognition that the injustice is the existence
of the pile itself. Describing this in terms of white people being privileged fails
to recognise the material conditions at the root of the issue, that the real issue
is a class issue. Viewing it in terms of race only perpetuates the problem, the
problem being the pile itself. Capitalism.
The last race riots in the UK were in 2005 in the Lozells area of Birmingham.
The ight between black and Asian people was caused by the multicultural
policy of allocating resources based on ethnicity. This is explored by Kenan
Malik in his essay How to Make a Riot:3
Once political power and ϔinancial resources became allocated
by ethnicity, then people began to identify themselves in terms of
their ethnicity, and only their ethnicity. ‘People are forced into a
very one-dimensional view of themselves by the way that equality policies work,’ says Joy Warmington of the Birmingham Race
Action Partnership, a council-funded but independent equalities
organization. ‘People mobilize on the basis of how they feel they
will get the resources to tackle the issues important to them. And
in Birmingham it helps to say you’re campaigning for the needs of
your ethnic or faith community, because policies have tended to
emphasize ethnicity as a key to entitlement. If somebody in Handsworth or Lozells wants a community centre or a health centre it
is often easier to get funding if they say “We want an Asian community centre” or “We want an African-Caribbean health centre.”
They are forced to see themselves in terms of their ethnicity, their
race, their culture and so on rather than in broader terms that
might bring people together.’
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