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introduction and Cantexi

Often, when people begin to study the phenomenon of oppression, they start with recog-
nizing that human beings are different from each other in many ways based upon gen-
der, ethnicity, skin color, first language, age, ability status, religion, sexual orientation,
and economic class. The obvious first leap that people make is the assumption that if we
just began to appreciate differences, and treat each other with respect, then everything would
be all right, and there would be no oppression. This view is represented beautifally by the
now famous quote from Rodney King in response to the riots following his beating and
the release of the police officers who were filmed beating him: “Why can’t we all just get

along?” It should be that simple, but it isn't. . o o

Instead, we are each born into a specific set of social identities; related to the categories
of difference mentioned above, and these social identities predispose us to unequal roles
in the dynamic system of oppression. We are then socialized by powerful sources in our
worlds to play the roles prescribed by an inequitable social system (Hardiman and Jackson
1997). This soctalization process is pervasive (coming from all:sides and sources), con-
sistent (patterned and predictable), circular (self-supporting),; self-perpetuating (intra-
dependent) and often invisible (unconscious and unnamed) {(Bell 1997). All of these
characteristics will be clarified in the description of the cycle of socialization that follovrs:

In struggling to understand what roles we have been socialized to play, how we are
affected by issues of oppression in our lives, and how we participate in maintaining them,
we must begin by making an inventory of our own social identities with relationship to
each issue of oppression. An excellent first learning activity 1s to make a personal inven-
tory of our various social identities relating to the categories listed above—gender, race,
age, sexual orientation, religion, economic class, and ablity/disability status. The results
of this inventory make up the mosaic of social identities (our social identity profile) that
shape(s) our socialization. (Harro 1986, Griffin 1997). 3

We get systematic training in “how to be” each of our social identities throughout our
lives. The cycle of socialization that follows is one way of representing how the soclaliza-
tion process happens, from what sources it comes, how it affects our lives, and how it
perpetuates itself. The “Directions for Change” that conclude this chapter suggest ways
for interrupting the cycle of socialization and taking charge of our own lh‘(es. For pur-

" poses of learning, it s often useful to choose only one of our social identities’ and trace it

through the cycle of soclalization, since it can be quite overwhelming to explore seven
identities at once. : :
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Fig. 2.1. The Cycle of Socialization.

Tha Reainning (Circle na.1}

Our socialization begins before we are born, with no choice on our part. No one brings
us a survey, in the womb, inquiring into which gender, class, religion, sexual orientation,
cultural group, ability status, or age we might want to be born. These identities are
ascribed to us at birth through no effort or decision or choice of our own; There is, there-
fore, no reason to blame each other or hold each other responsible for the identities we
have, This first step in the socialization process Is outside our control, In addition to hav-
ing no choice, we also have no initial consclousness about who we are. We don't ques-
tion our identities at this point, We just are who we are.

On top of these givens, we are born into a world where all of the mechanics, assuump-
tions, rules, roles, and structures of oppression are already in place and ﬁgbﬂoning: we
have had nothing to do with constructing them. There is no reason for any:of us to feel

- guilty or responstble for the world into which we are born We are innocents, falling into

an already established system.
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The characteristics of this syst:em were built long before we emhed based upon histo-
ry, habit, tradition, patterns of belief, prejudices. stereotypes, and myths, Dominant or
agent groups are considered the “norm" around which assumptlons are built, and these
groups receive attention and recognition. Agents have relatively more social power, and
can “name” others. They are privileged at birth, and ascribed acéess to options and oppor-
tunities, often without realizing it. We are “lucky” to be born into these groups and rarely
question it. Agent groups inclade men, white people, mlddle- and upper-class people,
abled people, middle-aged people, heterosexuals, and gentiles. -

On the other hand, there are many social identity groups about which little or -

nothing is known because they have not been considered important enough to study.
These are referred to as subordinate groups or target groups. | Some target groups are
virtually invisible while others are defined by misinformation or very limited informa-

tion. Targets are disenfranchised, exploited, and victimized by prejudice, discrimination,

and other structural obstacles. Target groups include women; racially oppressed groups;
gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgendered people; disabled people; Jews; elders; youth; and
people living in poverty (Baker-Miller 1976; Hardiman and ]ackson 1997). We are
“unlucky” to be born into target groups and therefore devalued by the existing society.
Both groups are dehumanized by being socialized into prescﬂbed roles without con-
sciousness or permission. -

:irft Sarialization {Atrrow 5o, 1

Immedlabelyuponourbirthswebegin tobesoclalizedbythepeoplewe love and trust
. themost, our families or the adults who are raising us. They shape our self-concepts and
self-perceptions, the norms and rules we must follow, the roles we are taught to play, our
expectations for the future, and our dreams. These people serve as role models for us, and

- they teach us how to behave. This socialization happens both intrapersonall,y (howwe
think about ourselves), and interpersonally (how we relate to others). We are told things
like, “Boys don't cry”; “You shouldn't trust white people”; “Théy're better than we are.
Stay in your place”; “Don’t worry if you break the toy. We can always buy another one”;

“Christianity is the true religion”; “Children should be seen and not heard”; “Don’t tell
anyone that your aunt is mentally retarded. It's embarrassing”; and “Don't kiss other
girls. You're supposed to like boys.” These messages are an automatic part of our early
saclalization, and we don’t initially question them. We are too dépendent on our parents
or those raising us, and we haven't yet developed the ability to think for ourselves. so we
unconsciously conform to their views.

. Itisimportant to ebserve that they, too, arenottobeblamed.Theyaredomgthebwt
they can to raise us, and they only have their own backgrounds from which to draw. They
may not have thought critically about what they are teaching us, and may be uncon-
sciously passing on.what was taught to them. Some of us may have been raised by par-
ents who havethoughtuiﬁcallyaboutthemwsages that they are giving us, but they are
still not in the majority. This could be good or bad, as well, dependingon what thelr views
are. A consciously racist parent may intentionally pass on racist beliefs to his children,
and a consclously feminist parent may lntentionally passon non-stereotypical roles to
her children, 5o it can go either way.

Regardless of the content of the teaching, we have been exposed, without initial ques-

tion, to a strong set of rules, roles, and assumptions that cannot help but shape our sense
of ourselves and the world. They influence what we take with us when we venture out of
our protected family units into the larger world of other institutions. .

A powerful way to check out the accuracy of these assertions is to choosé one of our
soclal identities and write down at least ten examples of what we learned about belng
that identity. It's helpful to consider whether we chose an agent or a target identity. We
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may find that we have thought more about our targét Identities, and therefore they are
easler to inventory. Gender rules are sometimes the easiest, so we might start there. We
might also consider doing it for an agent group identity, like males, white people, hetero-
sexuals, gentiles, adults, middle-class people, able-bodied or able-minded people. Most

- likely, we will find it easfer to list learnings for targeted groups than for agent groups.

‘nstitutional and Clra!Socialization(iceno. 2}

- Once we begin to attend school, go to a place of worship, visit a medical faclity, play
on a sports team, work with a social worker, seck services or products from a business, or
learn about laws and the legal system, our socialization sources are rapidly multiplied
based on how many institutions with which we have contact. Most of the messages we
receive about how to be, whom to “leok up to” and “look down on,” what rudes to follow,
what roles to play, what assumptions to make, what to believe, and what to think will
probably reinforce or contradict what we have learned athome.

- We might learn at school that girls shouldn't be interested in a woodworking shop
class, that only white students go out for the tennis team, that kids who learn differently

- or think independently get put in special education, that it's okay for wealthy kids to miss

classes for a family vacation, that it's okay to harass the boy who walks and talks lke a

- girl, that most of the kids who drop out are from the souith side of: town, that “jocks” don't

have to do the same work that “nerds” do to pass, or that kids who belong to another reli-
glous group are “weird.” We learn who gets preferential treatment and who gets picked
on. We are exposed to rules, roles, and assumptions that are not fair to everyone.

If we are members of the groups that benefit from the rules, we may not notice that
they aren’t fair, If we are membeérs of the groups that are penalized by the rules, we may
have.a constant feeling of. discomfort. We learn. that these rules, roles, and assumptions
are part of a structure that is larger than just our families, We get consistent similar mes-
sages from religion, the family doctor, the social workpfr, the local store, or the police offi-
cer, and so it is hard to not believe what we are learning. We learn that black people are
more likely to steal, so store detectives follow them in 'stores. Boys are expected to fight
and use violence, so they are encouraged to learn how. We shouldn't stare at or ask ques-
tions about disabled people; it isn't polite, Gay and lesbian people are sick and perverted.
Kids who live in certain sections of town are probably on welfare, taking our hard-earned
tax dollars. Money talks. White means good; black means bad. Girls are responsible for
birth control. It's a man’s world. Jews are cheap. Arabs are terrorists. And soon.

We are inundated with unquestioned and stereotypical messages that shape how we
think and what we believe about ourselves and others. What makes this “brainwashing"”
even more insidious is the fact that it is woven into every structural thread of the fabric
of our culture. The media (television, the Internet, advertising, newspapers, and radio),

~ our language patterns, the lyrics to songs, our cultural practices and holidays, and the

very assumptions on which our soclety is built all contiibute to the reinforcement of the
biased messages and stereotypes we receive, Think about Howard Stern, Jerry Springer,
Married with Children, beer and car advertising, talk radio, gir! vs. man, Christmas vaca-
tion, the Rolling Stones’ “Under My Thumb,” the “old boy’s network,” and websites that
foster hate. We could identify thousands of examples to illustrate the oppressive mes-
sages that bombard us daily from various institutions:and aspects of our culture, rein-

- forcing our divisions and “justifying” discrimination tmd prejudice,

cnforcements (Avrow no. 2) . , ;
It might seem logical to ask why people don't just begin to think independefitly if they
don't like what they are seeing around them, Why don't we ignore these messages if we -
are uncomfortable with them, or if they are hurting us? Largely, we don’t ignore the mes-
sages, rules, roles, structures, and assumptions because there are enforcements in place
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to maintain them People who try to contradict the “norm” pay a price for their inde-
pendent thinking, and people who conform (consciously or unconsciously) minjmally
receive the benefit of being left alone for not making waves, such as acceptance in their
designated roles, being considered normal or “a team player,” or being allowed to stay in
their places. Maximally, they receive rewards and privileges for maintaining the status
quo such as access to higher places; attention and recognitlon for having “made it” or
being the model member of their group; or the privllege that brmgs them money, con-
' nemuns, or power.

* People who go against the grain of conventional societal messages are accused of being

troublemakers, of making waves, or of being “the cause of the problem.” If they are mem-
bers of target groups, they are held up as examples of why this group is inferior to the
agent group. Examples of this include the significantly higher numbers of people of color
who are targeted by the criminal justice system. Although the number of white people
who are committing crimes is just as high, those whites are much less likely to be arrest-
-ed, charged, tried, convicted, or sentenced to jail than are people of color. Do different laws
apply depending on a person's skin color? Battering statistics are rising as more women
assert their equal rights with men, and the number one suspect for the murder of women
in the United States is the husband or boyfriend. Shonld women; who iry to be equal with
men be killed? The rationale given by some racists for the burning of black churches was
that “they were getting too strong.” Does religious freedom and the freedom to assemble
apply only to white citizens? Two men walking together in a southeastern U.S. city were
beaten, and one died, because “they were walking so close, they must be gay.” Are two
men who refuse to abide by the “keep your distance” rule for mer 50 threatening that they

must be attacked and killed? These examples of differential punishment being given to

members or perceived members of target groups are only half of the picture.

- If members of agent groups break the rules, they too are punished. White people who
support thelr colleagues of color may bé called “n —~ lover,” " Heterosexual men who
take on primary child-care responsibilities, cry easily, or hug their male friends are
accused of being dominated by their spouses, of being “sissies,” or being gay. Middle-
class people who work as advocatées on economic issues are accused of being do-gooders
or self-righteous liberals. Heterosexuals who work for the rightsiof gay, lesbian, bisexual,
or transgendered people are immediately suspected of being “in the closet” themselves.

jadY -
2. o)

It is not surprising that the resulbs of this systematic leaming are devastating to all
Ainvolved. If we are examining our target identities, we may experience anger, a sense of
being silenced, dissonance between what the United States stands for and what we expe-
rience, low self-esteem, high levels of stress, & sense of hopelessness and disempower-
ment that can lead to crime and self-destructive behavior, fmstratlon. mistrust, and
_ dehumanization, By participating in our roles as targets we reinforce stereotypes, collude
in our own demise, and perpetuate the system of oppression. This learned helplessness is
often called internalized opprcssion because we have learned to become our own oppres-
sors from within,

X we are examining our agent identities, we may experience guilt from unearned priv-
ilege or oppressive acts, fear of payback, tendency to collude in the system to be self-pro-
tective, high levels of stress, ignorance of and loss of contact with the target groups, a

3esults (Cirtle n

sense of distorted reality about how the world is, fear of rising crime and violence levels, |

- limited worldview, obliviousness to the damage we do, and dehumanization. By partici-
pating in our roles as agents, and remaining unconscious of or being unwillwg to inter~
rupt the cycle, we perpetuate the system of oppression.

These results are often cited as the problems facing our society today: hlgh drop-out
rates, crime, poverty, drugs, and so on. Ironically, the root causes of them are inherent in
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the very assumptions on which the society is built; dualism, hierarchy, competition, indi~ -
vidualism, domination, colonialism, and the scarcity principle. To the extent that we fail

to interrupt this cycle we keep the assumptions, the problems, and the oppression alive.

A way that we might personally explore this mode} is to take one of the socletal prob- -
lems and trace its root causes back through the cycle to the core belief systems or pat-
terns in U.S. soclety that feed and play host to it. It is not a colncidence that the United
States is suffering from these results today; rather, it is a logical outcome of our embrac-
ing the status quo, without thinking or challenging. i ‘s '

Actions (Arrow no, 3 '

“When we arrive-at the results of this terrible cycle, we face the decision of what to do
next. It is easiest to do nothing, and simply to allow t::he perpetuation of the status guo.
We may choose not to make waves, to stay in our familiar patterns. We may say, “Oh well,
it's been that way for hundreds of years. What can I do to change it? It is a huge phe- -

* nomenon, and my small efforts won't count for much.” Many of us choose to do.nothing

because it is (for a while) easier to stay with what is familiar. Besides, it is frightening to
try to interrupt something so large, “What does it have to do with me, anyway?” say
many agents. “This isn’t my problem. I am above this.” We fail to realize that we have
become participants just by doing nothing. This cycle has a life of its own. It doesn't need
our active support because it has its own centrifugal force. It goes on, and unless we
choose to interrupt it, it will continue to go on. Our silence is consent. Until our discom-
fort becomes larger than our comfort, we will probably stay in this cycle. .
Some of us who are targets have been so beaten down by the relentless messages of
the cycle that we have given up and resigned ourselves to survive it or to self-destruct.
We are the victims of the cycle, and are playing our roles as victims to keep the cycle
alive. We will probably go around a few more times before we die. It hurts too much to
fight such a big cycle. We need the help of our brothers and sisters and our agent alliesto
try for change. _ : :

Pt T %
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We are blocked froin action by the fear and insecurity that we have been taught. We
have been kept ignorant and confused by the myths and misinformation that we have
been fed, and we lack a core of confidence and vision to guide us, We.don’t know how to
take action against a system so powerful and pervasive. As long as our core is filled with
these negative elements, we will be paralyzed and will re-create the same cycle again.

Somehow, however, change and hope still find their'way to the surface. Perhaps some-
one's discomfort or pain becomes larger than her complacency. Perhaps strength, encour-
agement, determination, love, hope, or connection to other people begin to grow in
someone’s core, and he decides to take a different direction, and to interrupt this cycle.

Zirestion for Channs
-

Some of us who are targets try to interrupt the cycle, because for us the discomfort

.
o £ e e ot e 1.
‘he Care 2 Center of the {vcle

" has gotten larger than the comfort. If we try.this alone, or without organization, we may

work with our agent allies, however, we can create our own hope.

Some of us who are agents may decide to use our power and privilege to try to make
change—either out of guilt, moral values, or vision. If our motivation is gullt, we are
doomed to fail, but if we operate from a strong moral base and vision, and if We work
together with our targeted brothers and sisters, we create hope. We become allies with
our target groups, and build coalitions for success. -

When groups begin to empower themselves—by learning more about each other, by
unlearning old myths and stereotypes, by challenging the status quo—we make the diffi-

be kicked back down to our powerless positions. If we begin a new direction, and even




Prejudice and Discrimination

sion to interrupt the cycle of socialization. We begin to question the givens, the
fions of the society, the norms, the values, the rulés, the roles, and even the struc-
Shg:we attempt this, it becomes obvious that we cannot do it alone. We must build
figns:with people who are like us and people who are different from us, We will not
aminority if we work in coalitions. We will gain the necessary vision and power to

.t g, assumptions that value all groups instead of ascribing value to some and

] "gfb"thcrs. and structures that promote cooperation and shared power instead of

Eravereach other. o

ofs this new direction of action to work, we need education for critical consciousness
fl:groups. We need to take a stand, reframe our understandings, question the status

{o; and begin a critical transformation that can break down this cycle of socialization

distart a new cycle leading to liberation for all. This is possible, We can change the

d(see Harro, “The Cycle of Liberation,” chapter 87 of this volume).

g{'ﬂaﬁ%}‘l{.l‘. (1986). Teaching about Heterosexism: A Psychologlcal Education Design Project. University
it 40X '6f Massachusetts, Amherst; unpublished manuscript. ;
35 Hardiman, R. and B. W, Jackson. (1997). Conceptual Foundations for Social Justice Courses. kn M.

ey

- gxi¢2 York: Routledge.

‘new rules that truly are equal, roles that coﬁ:plement.each other instead of

£ 'sbnyAdams, L. A, Bell, and P Griffin, éds., Teaching for Diversity and Social Justice: A Sourcebook. New
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Un:jd_vers,tanding The' Cycle of Socialization

The Cycle of Socialization helps us understand the way in which we are
socialized to play certain roles, how we are affected by issues of
oppression, and how we help maintain an oppressive system based upon
power. The Cycle is comprised of 3 arrows, 3 circles, and a core center.
Each of these components represents the following:

1.

The beginning of the cycle, depicted by the 1% circle, represents the

situation into which we were born. We have no control over this. We are
also born without bias, assumptions, or questions. We are either “lucky” to
be born into a privileged situation or “unlucky” to born into an
underprivileged situation.

The 1% arrow represents that fact that our socialization process begins
immediately. We are given a pink blanket if we are a girl or a blue one if
we are boy. The rules and norms are already in place and we subtly (and
in many cases not so subtly) are made aware of the rewards of
conforming and the consequences of rebelling.

The second circle represents the institutions that help shape our views
and beliefs, and help instill within us prejudice or acceptance.

The second arrow represents the way in which the instilling of ideas,
beliefs, and behaviors reinforce the cycle of oppression. Behaving
differently is not as simply as most of us think. We are rewarded for good
behavior — conforming to the norms and standards. By the same token,
we are punished for bad behavior — questioning or rebelling against
oppressive societal norms.

The third circle represents the devastating result upon all of us that this
self-perpetuated cycle of oppression produces.

. The final arrow represents a point at which we all arrive — the results of the

cycle. We are forced to make a decision, even if that decision is to do
nothing. Doing nothing is the easier choice, especially for those who
benefit from the perpetuation of the cycle: we are all victims of the cycle
and we are all hurt by it. Oppression hurts the oppressed and the
oppressor.

And finally, it is the wheel that turns or enables any cycle. At the center or
core of the cycle of socialization are fear, misunderstanding, insecurity,
confusion, etc.

Source: Source: Adams, M., Bell, L. A., Griffin, P. (1997) Teaching for
Diversity and Social Justice, New York: Routledge.




The Cycle of
Socialization

Lens of Identity
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