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Racism and White Privilege

QUADRANT 1

Name of Activity: Definitions, Option C: Levels and Types of Racism Mini Lecturette 
 
Purpose: Facilitators should use the “Levels and Types” framework for  analyzing oppres-
sion. “Levels and Types” offers a simple framework that focuses on distinctions between 
societal/cultural, institutional, and personal/interpersonal levels at which oppression and 
disadvantage take place. As an introduction to the social justice education approach, we 
believe that the “Levels and Types” framework is the most useful analytic framework for 
participants who are new to this approach.

Learning Objectives:  For participants to understand how racial bias, white privilege, and 
a white norm play out at different levels in society; and to gain awareness and “see” how  
racism is embedded in our public policies, how it may be invisible, and  how it is  present 
in everyday interactions 
 
Time Needed: 15 minutes
 
Preparation Needed: Review the concepts and add any additional examples that are rel-
evant to the audience or topic
 
Materials Needed: “Levels and Types of Oppression” handout; “Matrix of Domination” 
handout 
 
Risk Level: Low-risk
 
Procedure: 

1. Present the handout –“Levels and Types of Oppression.” 
2. Present a slide-show lecture using the following text, which is based on the earlier 

edition of this volume: Griffin, P., Hardiman, R., & Jackson, B. (2007). Conceptual 
foundations for social justice education. In M. Adams, L. A. Bell, & P. Griffin (Eds.), 
Teaching for diversity and social justice (pp. 35–66). New York: Routledge.     

 
Lecture notes to accompany slide show for facilitators:

Racism is a form of oppression that describes the interlocking multileveled system that 
consolidates social power to the benefit of white people  and the disadvantage of people 
of color.  It is the term for the “system” of inequality, advantage, and disadvantage that 
we describe and work to change as social justice educators. This system is maintained and 
operationalized on three dimensions: a) contextual dimension, b) conscious/unconscious 
dimension, and c) applied dimension.
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The contextual dimension consists of three levels: 1) individual, 2) institutional, and 
3) social/cultural. The conscious/unconscious dimension describes how racism can be 
described as intentional or unintentional. The applied dimension describes how racism is 
manifested at the individual (attitudes and behaviors), institutional (policies, practices, and 
norms), and societal/cultural levels (values, beliefs, customs) levels. The conscious/uncon-
scious and the applied dimensions will be discussed further within the descriptions of each 
of the three contextual levels below:

Individual level. Racism is maintained at the individual level by attitudes or behaviors 
of individual persons who have been socialized within institutional contexts of fami-
lies, schools, religious education, neighborhoods, health care systems, legal systems, 
and many other institutions. At the individual level, these attitudes and behaviors can 
be conscious or unconscious, but their effects are equally destructive. Examples of 
individual actions or attitudes include the following:

• The belief that Asian Americans are very good at math and science (conscious 
attitude);

• A white person automatically taking extra care to protect personal belongings 
when in the presence of black or Latino people (unconscious attitude);

  A native-English speaker  speaking loudly or slowly and using simple terms 
when addressing someone perceived to not know English  (unconscious behavior);

• Deliberately not hiring a person of color because they won’t fit the work culture 
(conscious behavior).

Institutional level. Social institutions such as the family, government, business and 
industry, education, the legal system, and religious organizations are the major ways in 
which the system of oppression is maintained and reproduced. Social institutions cod-
ify oppression in laws, policies, practices, and norms. As with behaviors and attitudes 
at the individual level, institutional policies and practices that maintain and enforce 
oppression are both intentional and unintentional. Examples of the less-visible systems 
include the following:

• The structural inequality of school funding in the U.S.; 
• A lack of an exit interview policy with faculty of color who take positions else-

where to determine how a university can improve its ability to retain faculty of 
color in a predominantly white university (unconscious institutional norm);

• A state legislature that passes a law barring illegal immigrants from accessing pub-
lic services (conscious institutional law);

Institutions fail to address racism and inequality or fail to see the discriminatory con-
sequences of their policies and practices as often as they intentionally act to support 
and maintain systemic racism.  For example, companies and  universities  continually 
promote white people, often men,  over people of color.  It is particularly egregious 
when the candidates of color are more qualified.  

Societal/cultural level. Society’s cultural norms and patterns perpetuate implicit and 
explicit values that bind institutions and individuals. In a society that maintains sys-
temic racism, the cultural perspective of white people is imposed on institutions by 
individuals and on individuals by institutions. These cultural norms include phi-
losophies of life and definitions of good and evil, beauty, normal, health, deviance, 
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sickness, and perspectives on time, just to name a few. Cultural norms often serve 
the primary function of providing individuals and institutions with the justification 
for social oppression. Examples of these cultural beliefs or norms that influence the 
perspective of individual and institutional actions and attitudes include the following:

• The assumption that the definition of a family is a nuclear family, and that having 
grandparents, cousins, and other relatives live with you seems strange;

• The belief that anyone can achieve success  in the United States if they are willing 
to work hard and take personal responsibility for their own achievements.

Summary of the lecture presentation:

Racism is defined as a system that maintains advantage for white people  and disadvantage 
for people of color, and it operates, intentionally and unintentionally, on individual, insti-
tutional, and cultural levels:

• Individual: Attitudes and actions that reflect prejudice against African Americans, 
Asian Americans, biracial/multiracial peoples, Native Americans, and Latino/a people 
(intentional and unintentional);

• Institutional: Policies, laws, rules, norms, and customs enacted by organizations and 
social institutions that disadvantage people of color and advantage white folks. These 
institutions include religion, government, education, law, the media, and the health 
care system (intentional and unintentional);

• Societal/cultural: Social norms, roles, rituals, language, music, and art that reflect and 
reinforce the belief that whiteness and white people  are superior to other racial groups 
(intentional and unintentional).

Facilitation Notes: None

Recommended Reading (Participants): 
Griffin, P., Hardiman, R., & Jackson, B. (2007). Conceptual foundations for social justice education. 

In M. Adams, L. A. Bell, & P. Griffin (Eds.), Teaching for diversity and social justice (2nd ed., 
pp. 35–66). New York: Routledge.

Recommended Reading (Facilitators): 
Griffin, P., Hardiman, R., & Jackson, B. (2007). Conceptual foundations for social justice education. 

In M. Adams, L. A. Bell, & P. Griffin (Eds.), Teaching for diversity and social justice (2nd ed., 
pp. 35–66). New York: Routledge.

Credits: 
Appendix 7G: Levels and types of oppression (2007). In M. Adams, L. A. Bell, & P. Griffin (Eds.), 

Teaching for diversity and social justice (2nd ed.). New York: Routledge.
Griffin, P., Hardiman, R., & Jackson, B. (2007). Conceptual foundations for social justice education. 

In M. Adams, L. A. Bell, & P. Griffin (Eds.), Teaching for diversity and social justice (2nd ed., 
pp. 35–66). New York: Routledge.
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