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efore I can even attempt to examine my group identity and the privileges that I receive 
(or do not receive) as a result of my group identity, I have to consider the word ‘privilege’ 
itself  and  at  least  arrive  at  a  working  definition  of  it.  A  privilege  as  the  word itself 

suggests is an entitlement, a gift, a right and an endowment that one receives from society or 
any  social  group  that  he/she  is  a  part  of.  One  of  the  most  oft-ignored  aspects  of  privilege 
however is that a privilege is not always earned through ability, efforts, intelligence or merit but 
simply through birth within or participation in a particular social group. What must be noted 
however  is  that  those  who  are  privileged  specifically  believe  that  their  personal  attributes 
warrant their inclusion in a given privileged group, and that lack of membership in a privileged 
group is a sign of personal shortcoming.  Thus it becomes clear wherever there is a privileged 
group, there HAS to be an unprivileged group, the members of which are often enough not only 
less favorably placed than their privileged counterparts for no fault of their own, but are also 
denied the opportunity of correcting this disparity. Worse still  is the scenario where a group 
which is privileged refuses to even acknowledge that is in fact privileged, whereas a more than 
obvious disparity exists between that group and other groups on the basis of seemingly nothing. 
The phenomenon of ‘White Privilege’ as Peggy McIntosh described in her article Unpacking the 
Invisible Knapsack is a particularly striking example of this. At the same time of course, there is 
the tendency in each of us to view ourselves as unbiased, objective and fair even if we may in fact 
belong to a privileged group which is neither just nor unbiased. While there is no denying the 
fact that something of the self remains detached from the social world, our identities have been 
established within a social context to begin with. The influence of social trends on our personal 
standing in society is therefore simply inescapable.  Furthermore, if one wishes to lessen or even 
end the disparity one must first truthfully acknowledge and enlist one’s own privileges. Only 
then can one effect a change of any consequence. In other words, the first step towards ending 
inequality is to acknowledge right at the outset that inequality exists.

B

With this in mind, I have attempted to firstly identify my group identity and then the privileges I 
receive (or do not receive) as a result of my membership in these groups. Back in school, we 
were often taught to be mindful  of  the things we enjoy on an everyday basis,  as there were 
millions all over the world who did not enjoy the same benefits. ‘Count your blessings’ indeed 
was a phrase which one often heard in a convent school.  Come to think of it, being educated in a 
convent  institution  itself  was  one  of  the  first  privileges  I  received.  But  there  were  several 
privileges I was guaranteed even before I was born. For instance, the very fact that I would be 
born into an upper middle-class, upper caste Hindu family, which happened to reside in perhaps 
the most prosperous city in India; Mumbai, automatically made me a member of a group which 
was  well  placed  socially,  economically  and  even geographically!  Being born as  a  male-child 
added  to  my  privileges  in  no  small  way.  In  fact  it  significantly  enhanced  all  of  the 
aforementioned privileges as well.  Indeed, males are better placed than females in almost all 
forms of social stratification, be it caste or class. At the risk of making a sweeping generalization, 
I would go as far as saying that unless a man happens to be of an ‘alternative sexual orientation’, 
he  would  enjoy  greater  benefits  in  almost  all  walks  of  life  as  compared  to  woman.  Being 
heterosexual however, I don’t have to worry about that either. Therefore all of the privileges I 
enjoy as individual can in some way be boiled down to the fact that I am a heterosexual male. I 
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recognize that this may indeed be too sweeping a statement, and that there are several other 
dimensions to my identity, than ‘heterosexual male’ dimension. I cannot however deny that this 
particular dimension of my identity acts as a ‘power-up’ for all the other dimensions. Had I not 
been born male, I would have definitely been denied (or at least received a lesser amount of) a 
significant chunk of the privileges I currently enjoy. Indeed hierarchies that exist in our society 
overlap and interlock and do not remain discrete. I cannot say that I have not enjoyed ‘male 
privilege’ through the course of my lifetime without being dishonest to myself. Nonetheless, I 
shall try to address some of my other group identities briefly towards the end of this essay. Male 
privilege however continues to be the larger theme. 

A quick Google search was all it took me to find a comprehensive checklist of male privileges 
which might I add, was written by a man (a fact the author, Barry Deutsch, clearly mentioned 
since a large majority  of  his  readers  automatically  assumed he was a woman).   Though the 
checklist was written from an American perspective, I could nonetheless relate to a majority of 
the items on that list. Item#11,  “If I have children and provide primary care for them, I’ll be  
praised for extraordinary parenting if I’m even marginally competent”, is one that I can relate 
to in my own way. As someone who has off-late been dabbling with cooking, I find that I am 
greatly praised for fixing up even a humble bowl of daal, simply because of the fact that I am a 
‘guy who can cook’. If however a girl  stared cooking at the age of 21, the response would be 
something on the lines of ‘It’s about time!’ rather than, ‘Bravo!’ as it was in my case! Item#3 “I 
am far less likely to face sexual harassment at work than my female co-workers are” addresses 
a far more serious issue. The first thing that struck me when I read this item was the fact I spent 
an entire  year  in a  classroom where  I  was the only  male  student  without  ever being at  the 
receiving end of an unwelcome comment about my body or the way I dressed, nor did anyone 
spread a sexual rumor about me. However, as someone who studied in an all-boys school,  I 
know for a fact that ‘guy-talk’ regarding female teachers does not make for family reading. While 
the old adage, ‘What you don’t know won’t hurt you’ may apply in this case, I can definitely say 
that  even if  I  had been discussed sexually  by my classmates,  I  never  witnessed an outward 
expression of the same such as name-calling, which certainly was not the case in school. 

Extending the same point further, I would now like to point towards items 13 and 14, “Even if I  
sleep with a lot of women, there is no chance that I will be seriously labeled a “slut,” nor is  
there any male counterpart to “slut-bashing”, and “I do not have to worry about the message 
my wardrobe sends about my sexual availability or my gender conformity”  respectively.  As 
item 13 rightly puts it,  the repercussions of being a polyamorous male are much lesser then 
those of being a polyamorous female. In many male circles in fact, sexual encounters outside 
one’s relationship or marriage are discussed and praised with great enthusiasm. In less extreme 
scenarios women too brush aside male behaviors such as ‘checking out’ or even flirting with 
other women with statements such as ‘Boys will be boys!’ And much as I would like to deny it, I 
would not be able to swallow a similar justification from my partner even with a fistful of salt. 
Coming to item#14, all I can say is that despite wearing shorts to college every single day the 
most extreme negative reaction I have come across so far is a thinly veiled jibe such as ‘If you 
were to wear pants to college for a day, I doubt whether I’d be able to recognize you!’ It however 
isn’t uncommon at all to find dress-codes for women which strictly mention how short a short-
skirt can be right down to the last millimeter. 

Item#15 “My clothing is typically less expensive and better-constructed than women’s clothing  
for the same social status. While I have fewer options, my clothes will probably fit better than  

II



A Reflection on Group Identity, Privilege and Disadvantage

a woman’s without tailoring” and Item#16 “The grooming regimen expected of me is relatively 
cheap and consumes little time” are ones that anyone who has ever bought a piece of readymade 
clothing or visited the toiletries section of a supermarket will whole-heartedly agree with. I am 
sure that if it weren’t for tags, most people wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between size L 
and size XL in women’s clothing. And the last time I checked, there was no mention of  ‘plus 
size’ clothing for men, but somehow men on the heavier side continue to find even branded 
clothing that perfectly fits without any difficulty! As far as my grooming regimen goes, a bath a 
day, a shave a week, and a trim a month is about all it takes for me to appear ‘presentable’. And 
even though, I consistently fail to meet even these seemingly non-existent requirements, I get by 
without much trouble.

 Add to that the fact that I would never be considered selfish if I dedicated all my time to my 
studies or to my work while ignoring my family or my children, or that my judgment would 
never be questioned in the context of what time of the month it is or several other privileges 
which are addressed by Deutsch’s checklist (or even those not mentioned), it’s a man’s world, 
whether we choose to agree with it  or not.  Needless to say, there is a counterpoint  to every 
argument, and therefore it was unsurprising that I was able to find a ‘Female Privilege’ checklist 
just as easily as I was able to find Deutsch’s list. I, in fact, found not one but several critiques of 
Deutsch’s list on merely the first page of the search results, which once again brings to light the 
refusal  to  accept  that  male  privilege  exists.  Though I  did  find a  ‘Female  Privilege’  checklist 
written by a woman, it  was a lone voice drowned out amongst a cacophony of sarcastic and 
sometimes frivolous jibes at women. One blogger by the name ‘Sweating Through Fog’ wrote “If  
I fail at almost everything, I can always teach college courses that explain why people like me 
fail  a  lot” a  statement  that  clearly  reeks  of  male-supremacy.  None  the  less,  as  Mary  Dee 
Wenniger  put it  in her female  privileges  article,  “Thanks,  Peggy and Barry,  for  reminding 
women that there are times when we do enjoy the last laugh”. That said, I shall now discuss the 
issue of female privilege which though not exactly antonymous with male privilege, comes close 
enough.

The first  and foremost female  privilege  of  course is  the ability  to give birth to  life.  Though 
detractors would dismiss this idea of ‘womb envy’ (as stated by Karen Horney) as a figment of 
feminist  imagination,  few,  including  women,  would  disagree  that  the  role  of  a  mother  is 
considered more important in a child’s life than a father’s role. In direct contrast to Deutsch’s 
item#11 therefore, it can very well be said that no matter how good a male single parent is, there 
would always be question marks over his competency as a care-giver, whereas a female single 
parent may not necessarily face the same stigma, at least as far as her own skills as a caregiver 
are concerned. Next comes the obvious male disadvantage of being expected to be ‘macho’ or 
adept at combat or violence. If a man is not able to physically defend himself, he is considered a 
lesser man. Worse still is the scenario where a man is unable to defend a woman. Women on the 
other  hand  are  generally  not  expected  to  be  capable  at  violence.  Violence  in  fact  is  an 
undesirable trait in women in many societies. Indeed if a woman were to come to man’s rescue 
in a fight, the repercussions in the form of mock and ridicule for the man would much more than 
in a scenario where a man is unable to defend a woman. A slightly far-fetched, yet thoroughly 
plausible female privilege lies in the fact that in case of an emergency, (women and children) 
would be the first to be evacuated or led to safety, whereas men would be expected to lead them 
there. In fact some of the male privileges too have counterpoints to them. For example, item#14 
on  Deutsch’s  check-list  disregards  the  fact  that  men  who  dress  effeminately  are  constantly 
ridiculed and that their sexuality is often questioned, even though they may not be homosexuals. 
Item#16 too is one that constantly works against men. From my own experience, I can say that 
on days that I dress formally (which for me at least involves paying a lot more time and attention 
to grooming myself), I receive double-edged compliments such as “Why don’t you dress like this 
more often? You look so much better this way!”
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Also as a man, especially in a country like India, I am automatically expected to be the primary 
breadwinner for not only my own family but also for my parents once they are past the age of 
retirement. So much so that if I receive a hefty dowry from my father-in-law such that I would 
not be required to work for a lifetime, people will assume that I warranted such a hefty dowry to 
begin with, but if I choose not to work because my spouse earns enough for the two of us to live 
off comfortably, I would be accused of being a good-for-nothing slob who lives off his wife’s hard 
earned money. Conversely, if I as a husband am unable to provide for my wife who happens to 
be a full time home-maker, I would once again be considered a worthless wretch. To add to it, if 
I hand over my full pay-cheque to my spouse and don’t spare a rupee for my aged parents, they 
would  bemoan their  misfortune.  Ironically,  if  their  daughter  were to  do the same,  both the 
parents and the in-laws would consider her as the ideal wife. Receiving financial assistance from 
a married daughter in fact is considered as one of the biggest sins one can commit as a father in 
Hindu society! I vividly remember that my grandfather would not even accept a glass of water 
whenever he came to visit my mother, in dogged allegiance to this custom.

In a more universal sense, it is more acceptable for a woman to openly express her emotions 
than it is for men. Women the world over are taught as little girls that it is acceptable to cry, 
while as boys one is constantly reminded that “Brave boys don’t cry!” even if one returns home 
with skinned knees. This is not limited to crying alone. As a woman, one would not be looked at 
suspiciously if one were to ask for hug from another member of the same sex. In fact even if a 
woman proactively hugged and even kissed her friend, she would not have to worry about how 
her friend would interpret her gesture. Whereas when it comes to men, even the famous Indian 
cricket team huddle was subjected to jibes that reeked of homophobia.  To extend this point 
further, if a woman were to go ahead and hug a man she hadn’t before, it is less likely that the 
man would consider that as an unwelcome gesture, than if it were the other way around. I as a 
rule of thumb in fact have never hugged a girl who hasn’t hugged me first, out of fear that my 
gesture may be misinterpreted. (That however by no means is a denial for the fact that men 
often consider innocent, proactive physical contact by women as an invitation for sex!) All said 
and  done,  though  women  may  have  the  upper  hand  sometimes  as  well,  (like  for  example 
item#24 of Dee Wenniger’s list “I can use men’s “sheer fear of tears” to my advantage”) it is 
men who more often than not are at an advantage. To split hairs even further that itself is a 
female privilege as item#25 “I can complain that these female privileges are relatively minor 
compared with the vast assortment of dominant male privileges, but I wouldn’t change places 
for the world” suggests!

Considering the advantages and disadvantages that I as a male have, I cannot help but feel that 
indeed mine aren’t disadvantages that seriously hamper my ability to live a full life. After all, I 
was able to gain good nutrition, constant encouragement and a full education without a struggle 
as a boy-child, and will easily go ahead and find employment without my gender coming in my 
way in the future as well. When that happens, I shall also be easily able to find myself a bride of 
my choice being a ‘worthy groom’ thanks to all my ‘virtues’. These statements may sound utterly 
cocky, and they very well ARE. But not only will I be able to get away with such statements, they 
may just  come true in the future.  Such is  the skew in the power balance between men and 
women in our society that I feel that I will not be taken seriously even if I agree and identify with 
the feminist agenda. Nonetheless I wholly agree that female disadvantages cannot be reduced 
without reducing male privileges first. I alone, however cannot reduce male privilege in society 
by choosing not to conform, because male privilege is something which is absolutely deep-seated 
the world over. This is because all  over the world,  men are in more powerful positions than 
woman and continue to enjoy a greater status than woman. Be it social mores, or religion, or 
governmental policies, all of them give a nod to patriarchy in some way or the other. The power 
and  the  status  of  a  particular  gender  in  society  therefore  DIRECTLY  determine  whether 
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members  of  that  gender  receive  an  abundance  of  privileges  (as  is  in  the  case  of  males)  or 
disadvantages (as is in the case of females).

We  have  already  seen  that  wherever  there  are  privileges  and disadvantages,  there  are  also 
positive and negative effects of the same. The next logical question therefore is,  ‘What is the 
reaction of both privileged and disadvantaged groups to these effects?’ Once again at the risk of 
painting  all  men with  the  same brush,  I  would  say  that  the  general  male  reaction  to  male 
privilege  is  that  of  indifference.  As  human  beings,  we  never  question  it  when  we  receive 
privileges, because we feel that we well and truly deserve them. Similarly in the case of male 
privilege, this indifference rises from the fact there has never been a need for males to question 
why they receive the privileges they do. This is an ignorance that is positively reinforced from 
generation to generation. As male children, we are never told that we are more privileged than 
our female siblings, even by our mothers. My very own mother however tells me that her parents 
made  it  very  obvious  that  there  were  things  that  she was  strictly  not  allowed  to  do simply 
because she was a girl. Hence when I say that  “the male response to male privilege is that of  
denial” what I mean to say is that male privilege is something we have been encouraged to turn a 
blind eye to since childhood. Indeed, if we do not acknowledge the existence of something, we 
are automatically free from the obligation of taking remedial action. As former UN Secretary 
General  Kofi  Annan  said  with  regards  to  Holocaust  Denial,  "Remembering  is  a  necessary 
rebuke to those who say the Holocaust never happened or has been exaggerated”. In a similar 
sense, acknowledging male privilege is a necessary rebuke to those who deny its existence or 
state that women exaggerate the extent to which it exists.  The whole feminist movement in that 
sense is the female reaction to male privilege. 

My pro-feminist opinions as I mentioned however fail to earn me total acceptance from both 
women as well as men. While feminists may certainly welcome my support, a section of them 
may still maintain that men cannot truly be feminist because they simply do not suffer at the 
hands of male privilege. When it comes to males however, my opinion would not be welcomed 
by those feel that male privilege is a myth created by women. I at the same time would be unable 
to identify with those men who do not hold my opinion. In other words, my privileges as a male 
prevent  women  from  fully  accepting  that  I  can  and  do  empathize  with  them,  whereas  my 
acknowledgment and desire to reduce male privilege earns me disapproval from a large section 
of the male community as well. 

As I mentioned earlier, being a heterosexual male is not all there is to my identity, even though 
it is a dominant force. I am also a part of the larger group of Indians, and the even larger race of 
brown people. These two group identities as well come with their advantages and disadvantages. 
For example, if US President Barack Obama is to be believed, I am better equipped to face the 
challenges of the modern world as an Indian student. This very statement however can instigate 
a racist attack against me in a foreign nation.  Similarly  while I  may be expected to possess 
incredible math skills by someone living in the West by virtue of being an Indian, I at the same 
time would be expected to speak broken English in a funny accent! To make things interesting, 
if I add the ‘male’ factor to that of being an Indian however, I may evoke the image of someone 
fat, smelly, ugly and hairy in the eyes of a prejudiced Westerner, but an Indian woman is known 
the world over as an “exotic beauty”. Thus we see that gender plays a role even in this scenario. 
Even if men have it bad, women who are by default placed at a lower rung than men in society 
tend to have it worse. The effects of male privilege therefore have spread far and wide. Unless we 
as  males  positively  use  our  arbitrarily  awarded  privileges  to  realign  power  balances,  the 
situation simply CANNOT improve. In short action must follow awareness if we wish to weaken 
our present hierarchies.
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