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Group Agreements
 Be willing to grapple with challenging ideas. Hold your 

opinions lightly and with humility. 

 Notice your own defensive reactions and attempt to 
use these reactions as entry points for gaining deeper 
self-knowledge, rather than as a reason for closing off

 Recognize how your own social positions (like race, 
class, gender, sexuality, ability) inform your 
perspectives and reactions

 Notice the difference between safety and comfort. 
Accept discomfort as necessary for growth. 
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Group Agreements
 Practice self-care and do what you need in order to feel 

safer 

 Identify where your learning edge is and push it. For 
example, whenever you think, I already know this, ask 
yourself, How can I take this deeper? Or, How am I 
applying in practice what I already know?

 What’s said here stays here; what’s learned here leaves 
here

 (Many based on the work of Ozlem Sensoy and Robin 
Diangelo, author of White Fragility)
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What cultures are we referring to?
 Gender

 Ethnicity

 Class

 Sexual orientation

 Age

 Country of birth

 Able-bodied

 Deaf

 Urban/suburban/rural

 Religion

What cultures are we referring to?
 The default is to presume that when “culture” is 

mentioned it is referring to race or ethnicity, but there 
are many other cultural groups as well.

 Another common mistake is to make presumptions 
about a person’s cultural background solely based on 
their appearance.

Social Communities
 People are also members of various social 

communities, defined by a shared hobby, profession, 
location, cause, etc.

 Social communities can have their own community 
specific terms, rituals, objects, art, etc.

 Examples of social communities:

 Hobby (e.g., improv, cosplay, classic cars)

 Profession (e.g., psychologists, auto workers)

 Cause (e.g., environment, Me Too)
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Culture
 Each person is of many different cultures and sub-

cultures

 People of the same cultural group can be very different 
from each other in other ways

 Typically we can identify common cultural ground as 
well as cultural differences with anyone with whom we 
interact

 Each person identifies to different extents with various 
aspects of their cultural background

 What is the person’s cultural identification?

Cultural Identification
 Cultural identification refers to how strongly a person 

relates to that cultural aspect of their identity

 People within the same cultural group may vary 
tremendously with how strongly they identify with it.  
For some it may be a central part of their identity while 
for others it may be quite peripheral. 

 Some people within a cultural group may not at all 
identify with the culture or even deny being part of 
that cultural group.  Internalized oppression is one 
reason, but not the only one, why someone may deny 
being part of a cultural group.
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Cultural Identification
 It is important to identify not only what cultures a 

person is from, but also to what extent they identify 
with each and which aspects of their identity they 
relate to most strongly 

 Example:  3 black lesbians
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Intersectionality
 As originally devleoped, it is intended to acknowledge how 

various oppressions can be experienced by individuals in a 
cumulative or synergistic manner

 More generally, as I think about it, intersectionality can be 
thought of as how each individual is a distinct intersection 
of various cultural factors (e.g., gender, race, sexual 
orientation, SES, etc.)

 Each person is of many different cultures and sub-cultures

 One common mistake is to define someone by a single 
cultural quality, thereby ignoring and not adequately 
addressing other aspects of their identity

Privilege
•Advantage, immunity, benefit or unearned 

access to resources (social power) only available 

to some people, as a result of their membership 

in a dominant social group

•Invisible to those with privilege

•Exercised to the detriment or exclusion of others

•Not merit-based

•Being seen as credible
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Elements of Privilege & 
Oppression

Oppression
 Another aspect that is vital to consider with any cultural 

group is to what extent they have experienced oppression
 Oppression is the systematic and pervasive mistreatment of 

individuals on the basis of their membership in a 
disadvantaged group. It involves an imbalance in power, and 
one group benefiting from the systemic exploitation of other 
groups

 Oppression includes both institutionalized or "normalized" 
mistreatment as well as instances of violence

 It includes the invalidation, denial, or the non-recognition of 
the complete humanness (the goodness, uniqueness, 
smartness, powerfulness, etc.) of those who are members of 
the mistreated group  

 ~ Liberation Theory: A Working Framework— By Ricky 
Sherover-Marcuse

Oppression
 The typical level of focus is usually on a national level, 

although it can also be on a smaller scale (their own 
neighborhood) or larger (around the world or over time)

 Oppression includes:
 Interpersonal--specific behaviors against specific 

individuals 
 Generational and historical behaviors against family 

members and ancestors and peers that also affect 
individuals

 Institutional--the network of institutions, structures, 
policies, and practices that create advantages and benefits 
for one group over another

 Not all oppression is the same or has the same impact

 Part of understanding a person’s culture is understanding 
that person’s cultural history of oppression including how 
that may still be playing a role in that person’s life

Cultural Appropriation

 The unacknowledged or inappropriate adoption 
of the customs, practices, ideas, etc. of one people 
or society by members of another and typically 
more dominant people or society

 In other words when others, particularly 
dominant culture people take cultural aspects of a 
subordinate culture without adequate 
acknowledgement, understanding, or context.

 This is very much rooted in power and privilege, 
whether intentional or unconscious.

Cultural Appropriation
 Examples include using aspects of Native 

American culture in dominant culture events 
(e.g., sports team names, Native American rituals 
such as smudging), mainstreaming ethnic foods 
or musical elements without adequate 
compensation to the cultures of origin
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Cultural Appropriation
 There can be a diversity of opinion and some 

debate about whether a particular action or 
situation is cultural appropriation.  Before 
jumping to conclusions, it is important to gather 
information about where the material came from, 
who brought the material forward, why was that 
done, etc.

Implicit Bias
 Implicit bias refers to the attitudes or stereotypes that 

affect our understanding, actions, and decisions in an 
unconscious manner

 Implicit bias often draws on the stereotypes and 
presumptions we hold about cultural groups that the 
target appears to be a member of

 Because it is unconscious, it can happen very quickly 
and without us even being aware we have done it
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Implicit Bias
 While there is a more generally evolutionary value to 

implicit bias (allowing for quick decisions in the wild 
which could be the difference between life and death), 
in real world practice it can lead us to objectify and 
dehumanize the other person, reducing them to a 
single quality and the presumptions we have about 
that quality without first investigating their accuracy

 There are online tests you can take to further assess 
your implicit bias with regards to a variety of cultural 
group. Project Implicit through Harvard University is 
one such site (www.implicit.harvard.edu). 
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Microaggressions

First coined by psychiatrist 

Chester Pierce, MD, in 
1969.

Microaggressions
 Everyday verbal, nonverbal, and environmental slights, 

snubs, or insults, whether intentional or unintentional, 
which communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative 
messages to target persons based solely upon their 
marginalized group membership. While most typically 
used to describe the subtle racism of whites, it can be used 
more broadly to describe any sort of prejudice and not just 
racism.

 ”Micro” was intended to refer to everyday experiences, not 
lesser or insignificant behaviors

 These are experienced by a single individual whereas 
macroaggressions (e.g., systemic, institutional forms of 
prejudice) affect groups of individuals

 In many ways, macroaggressions encourage and support 
microaggressions
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Microaggressions
 These behaviors can be quite subtle and unconscious.

 These behaviors may even come from a place of positive 
intent while causing unwitting harm to the other

 The totality of these microaggressions can create a hostile 
and invalidating societal climate

 These “minor” behaviors can reveal underlying levels of 
ignorance and prejudice that would otherwise be denied 
and hidden. It is not just the behavior, but what it reveals 
about the more general thinking of the perpetrator to the 
target.

 Examples?
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http://www.implicit.harvard.edu/
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Racial microaggressions
 Constant and continual in the lives of people of color 

(e.g., 75% of African Americans report experience 
daily discrimination (APA, 2016))

 Cumulative in nature and represent a lifelong 
burden of stress

 Continuous reminders of the target group’s second 
class status

 Symbolic of past (and present) governmental 
injustices (Sue, in press)

Micro vs. macro analysis

 In focusing on individuals who are negatively affected 
by oppression there is a danger of overlooking the 
larger social forces (i.e., macro-analysis) that need to 
be addressed and changed (e.g., socioeconomic, 
cultural, and structural factors).

 This can also shift focus/blame to the traumatized 
individual who is damaged rather than the 
traumatizing society, which is damaging.
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“Political Correctness”
 Is generally considered to be a consideration and 

acknowledgement of oppression and oppressed 
groups

 It is often used by dominant culture groups to 
dismiss such efforts

 It is also often a superficial acknowledgement of 
oppression rather than a deeper understanding

 Tokenism

 Brief mention/inclusion of cultural factors with no 
understanding/appreciation of what they truly mean 
(e.g., wishing people “Happy Hanukkah”)

Historical trauma
 Originally coined by Maria Yellow Horse Brave Heart 

in the 1980s for Native Americans, but since 
expanded to include other oppressed groups

 Defined as cumulative psychological wounds that 
result from historical traumatic experiences such as 
colonization, slavery, dislocation, etc. which lead to 
intergenerational effects

 4 C’s: Collective experience of colonial injury with 
cumulative effects to produce cross-generational
impacts that increase risk of psychological injury 
and struggles (Hartmann and Gone, 2014)

Historical trauma
 Can be similar to PTSD symptoms (e.g., 

hypervigilance, flashbacks, nightmares, avoidance)

 Depression, substance abuse, self-destructive 
behaviors can also occur as a result

 There is evidence of epigenetic alterations (Yehuda 
et al, 2016)

 Also sometimes described as soul wounds or soul 
trauma

 Because some of these issues continue, it may be 
better described as continual stress rather than 
trauma

Racial Trauma
 Racial trauma is more presently focused on present 

day experiences of racial violence and oppression

 It is driven by racial microaggressions perpetrated by 
individuals, witnessing directly or vicariously (e.g., 
via media), more overt acts of racism (e.g., hate 
crimes), as well as more general racist policies and 
structures still present today
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Racial Trauma
 Psychological consequences include:

 lower emotional well-being (Ong et al, 2013)

 increased depression and negative feelings (Nadal et 
al, 2014)

 impede learning and problem solving (Salvatore & 
Shelton, 2007)

 negative affect physical well-being (Clark et al, 1999)

Dominant culture supremacy

 This is most obviously when individuals of a 
dominant cultural group explicitly state that their 
group is superior to those of others (e.g., white 
supremacists)

 However, more generally this describes what can 
somewhat naturally happen within dominant 
culture, driven, in part, by privilege

 Specifically, making dominant cultural values as 
central or preferable or primary

Dominant culture supremacy
 The “melting pot” metaphor embodies this where 

any differences are “blended together”, resulting in 
the dominant cultural values primarily winning 
out, as all others lose their differences and 
distinctiveness

 There is pressure on non-dominant culture 
individuals to assimilate--to abandon the distinct 
aspects of their cultural group (e.g., language, 
dress, customs) to conform to dominant cultural 
values--this is described as acculturation

Dominant culture supremacy
 While acculturation, adopting aspects of the 

dominant culture, is not intrinsically 
problematic and freely chosen by some or in 
some ways, it is often coercively driven by 
historical trauma, macroaggressions, and 
microaggressions.  

 Specifically, making dominant cultural values as 
central or preferable or primary

Dominant culture supremacy
 The needs, status, and emotions of dominant culture 

individuals tend to prevail over those of others

 Discourse over cultural differences is actively and 
passively discouraged, so as not to trigger dominant 
culture fragility and distress

 As a result, most subordinate groups have a keen 
understanding of dominant cultural norms and 
expectations and the pressure to subscribe to them 
to fit in

 All of this has significant negative psychological 
consequences 

Dominant culture supremacy
 4 options for subordinate cultural groups:

 Integrate (acknowledge both their own and dominant 
culture identity)

 Assimilate (embrace dominant culture while 
minimizing their own)

 Separate (refuse to embrace dominant culture while 
embracing their own)

 Marginalize (refuse to embrace either dominant 
culture or their own)
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Perpetrators/Targets/Allies/
Bystanders

 Perpetrators refer to the people who display the 
prejudicial or discriminatory behavior, not 
necessarily willfully or consciously

 Targets refer to the people who are the intended 
target of the prejudice and discrimination

Perpetrators/Targets/Allies/
Bystanders

 Allies are dominant group individuals who are 
actively working to eradicate prejudice on both 
individual and institutional levels

 Bystanders, more generally, refers to anyone who 
witnesses the discrimination, but, more specifically, 
those who fail to take any sort of action in those 
moments

Allies
 Are tuned into their place on various cultural 

continuums

 Acknowledge and strive to overcome the biases they 
have

 Are internally motivated to engage in this work (e.g., 
not out of dominant guilt or to be a “savior”)

 See how oppression negatively affects everyone

 Moves beyond a nonprejudiced identity (internal) to an 
antiprejudiced identity (external)

 Some people do not care for this term because it is too 
passive in nature

Bystanders
 Have only a superficially developed and nebulous 

awareness of prejudice

 Most see themselves as good, moral, and decent, but 
shielded from awareness by their privilege

 Limited awareness of themselves as a member of 
various cultural groups

 Quietly naive about prejudice on either a micro or 
macro level

 Quick to excuse or rationalize microaggressions

 Prone to being inactive

 The largest group of individuals

Helping bystanders shift to 
allies 

 Developing the ability to recognize prejudicial 
behaviors on a micro and macro level

 How all benefit from interventions

 Learning concrete ways to intervene

 Practicing these skills

Microinterventions
 Microinterventions are the everyday words and 

behaviors that . . .

 validate the target’s experiential reality

 affirms their value as a person

 affirms their cultural identity

 provides support and encouragement

 reassures the target they are not alone
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Microinterventions
 Make the invisible visible

 Disarm the microaggression

 Educate the perpetrator

 Seek external reinforcement and support

 Microinterventions have been shown to have a 
significant positive impact on these situations 
(Aguilar, 2006; Houshmand et al., 2017)

 Examples?

Significant resource for this 
presentation

 American Psychologist January 2019 Special Issue 
Racial Trauma:  Theory, Research, and Healing
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