
 

 

OPINION 7/14/2020 

My Turn: Stephan Brigidi: The 
Unlearning of a White Privileged Male 
Accounting for our past requires poignant observations of the horrific events of 

recent times, while looking within in self-examination. I believe it is important 

to come to terms with who we are. I believe what lies next is the larger 

question: Who do we now choose to be? 

I am acutely aware of my origins, raised in a sexist, racist and homophobic 

environment. 

It is tempting to dismiss such an admission by shrugging it off, saying simply: 

That was the norm. This has been largely the case in White America, a world 

built upon privilege. The past is gone and it is something that we need to learn 

from, or as I define it, unlearn from. 

I basically knew only the parameters of the small ethnic neighborhood that I 

came from. My early years were spent mimicking the models I was taught, like 

an obedient child. It would be a measured removal process, guided by a formal 

education, which allowed a gradual breaking with the restrictive prejudices and 

boundaries that I inherited. 

Change would involve a mental, emotional, psychological, physical and, 

ultimately, a spiritual shift. It amounted to a major break in behavior, leaving a 



fear-based belief system for one that is more about acceptance and love. I 

realized the world was much larger than the small corner I came from. We were 

all like-minded white bad boys. I have come to reject the lessons of bias that 

were imposed upon me. 

Admittedly, I am a WPM — a straight White Privileged Male. I must own this. I 

have never feared harassment walking down the street because of the way I 

looked or movements I made. I have not had to experience outlandish 

comments or attack. 

I have not had to worry about being deprived of any basic civil rights. I have 

conveniently fit in. Lots of people can attest to this same status. 

But there are many of my friends and family who have been denied such basic 

respect, because they appear different. They have been criticized for their looks, 

mannerisms, sex, or skin color. As I begin to comprehend this injustice, my 

reaction becomes more of outrage. I want to act, to eliminate the shreds of 

lingering fear in me. And to the extent I can, I strive to make positive statements 

about humanity based upon simple equivalency. 

I was very fortunate to find photography. 

It became more than a recording process, but a powerful force of redemption for 

me. Seeing the world through the lens of a camera created an opportunity of 

neutrality and self-discovery. Over the years, a range of mythologies have 

guided me away from my early rigid social-religious background, employing 

other therapies as I grew older. Also, it led to foreign travel that let me 

encounter different people and cultures. It allowed me to literally participate 

more as a global citizen. 

Early in 2019, I began a project called “Simply Human.” It is a collaborative 

portrait project, giving my subjects a voice to join my own. My subjects have 

been largely marginalized people. It shows the greater equality in all of us, who 



seek much the same thing — a good, manageable life with few hassles. We all 

want a peaceful life. 

“Simply Human” is for me a healing process of unlearning and discarding the 

early models I was taught. It is about an inner healing, a kind of atonement.  

I continue making photographs. For me, this is my means of redemption. I no 

longer wish to be ignorant, but simply human. 

Stephan Brigidi, a retired professor of aesthetics and photography, is an artist 

and author. 

 
 
 
 
 

  
 


