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I agree with Professor Bella’s assertion that oppression hurts the oppressor. I see this 

playing out in many different ways. First and foremost, I see oppression as a social system that 

takes away individual freedoms and forces people to follow pre-determined ways of thinking and 

acting. Fredrick Douglas commented on this fact when he said “Our courses had been 

determined for us, not by us” (Bella, p.87). While the freedom of oppressed people is 

intentionally and blatantly taken away, the freedom of oppressors is often seen as predestine and 

absolute. A white, middle-class, heterosexual, able-bodied male is both perceived to be and 

probably thinks of himself as free to make his own decisions and create his own path in life. 

Sadly, oppression prevents him from having that freedom. Instead this young man will grow up 

in Bella’s social system of self-reinforcing loops. He will receive countless privileges based on 

his place within the dominant paradigm and therefore, unknowingly and for all intensive 

purposes unwillingly, he will be seen as superior compared with those who fit less of the 

paradigm. Being “naturally” superior will give him the opportunity to mistreat those who he 

perceives as inferior and his view of superiority will grow even more. It is a self-propagating 

cycle that he has no control over and yet he believes that he is free AND that his freedom is the 

largest advantage he has over others. The most harmful thing for the oppressor when it comes to 

oppression, may be realizing that he is not truly free to make his own decisions and that by 

prospering from his privileges he has no more freedom than those who he oppresses. 

In addition to being the recipients of false freedom, I believe that oppression makes it 

incredibly hard, if not impossible for oppressors to make moral decisions. According to Royce, 



moral understanding requires that a person realize that his neighbor’s experiences and desires are 

as real as his. This realization demands more than simply sympathizing with others; it demands 

as Royce says that a person develop a mindset of “such as that is for me, so is it for him, nothing 

less” (Royce, p.55). Someone who is born into an oppressor role has little to no chance of ever 

coming to this realization. Oppressors are told from birth that they are special and that their 

experiences are the ones that matter. These feelings are further confirmed by education systems 

that fail to recognize the experiences of oppressed people and the media industry that promotes 

stereotypical, usually harmful ways of looking at oppressed people. In addition, oppressors

receive the unearned privilege of never having to be around people that are incredibly different 

than themselves. Given all of these factors it is nearly impossible for an oppressor to develop 

Royce’s key to moral understanding. 

Oppressors are also unlikely to be able to adopt Buber’s I-Thou orientation and are

therefore unlikely to be able to make decisions based on this aspect of moral reasoning. The I-

Thou orientation requires that a person can see another as greater than the sum of his parts and 

by doing so find it impossible to categorize the person according to his place in the social 

hierarchy. Oppressors will find it hard to adopt this way of thinking because the system of 

oppression in which they operate demands the use of hierarchies. If no groups can be formed 

among people, then no positive or negative attributes can be associated with certain groups and 

no group can develop a greater amount of institutional power. Unearned privileges would 

disappear with the I-Thou orientation and Professor Bella’s self-reinforcing loops would also be 

destroyed. There would be no group to see as fit for slavery and no collective character of an 

enslaved people. Unfortunately individual oppressors do not have the freedom to simply ignore 

the social hierarchies they are placed in or that others are placed in. They are forced to view 



other people and themselves according to their parts and are therefore further removed from 

moral decision making. 

Lastly, I believe that the fear and loneliness that Pratt mentions in her article is of great 

harm to oppressors. Those who are not confronted on a daily basis with the harmful effects of 

racism, sexism, heterosexism, classism, etc. remain afraid of the day that they will have to 

confront the fact that their histories are filled with oppressive acts. It is extremely scary to realize 

that one’s very existence has often come at the cost of someone else’s freedom. Oppressors who 

do come to this realization are not usually encouraged to share or discuss their feelings. Every 

person must make this journey of self-discovery on his or her own and thus experience the 

loneliness that Pratt describes. 

While it would be hard to argue that the harms done to oppressors ever come close to the 

harms done to oppressed people, it is easy to see how oppression hurts everyone. Even those who 

experience a particular type of oppression on a daily basis benefit in some ways from the 

similarities they have with the dominant paradigm and so the majority of people both experience 

harm as oppressor and oppressed alike. They have certain freedoms taken away blatantly and 

others taken away against their knowledge. They are brought up to participate and agree with 

social hierarchies that prevent them from making moral decisions, even when those decisions 

would bring about greater freedom for all. Worst of all, they are instilled with a sense of fear: 

fear that one day their unearned privileges will disappear and they will be forced to recognize the 

true and all-encompassing harm that oppression has done both to others and to themselves. 


