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Religious Oppression

QUADRANT 2

WORKSHEET: “FIVE FACES OF OPPRESSION” WITH EXAMPLES OF  
INTERSECTIONS WITH OTHER ISMS

Participants should be familiar with how the “Five Faces” describe different ways that 
non-Christians experience religious oppression in the U.S. as a country that is Christian 
hegemonic. Participants should also be familiar with the ways in which other forms of 
disadvantage (such as racial or ethnic identity or gender) can “intersect” with religious 
disadvantage and serve to “reinforce” it.

Faces of Oppression Example of RO Example of Intersections with 
Other Isms

Exploitation: The process by which the 
results of the labor of one social group is 
transferred for the benefit of another

Marginalization: The process by which 
people who the labor system cannot or 
will not use are expelled from or denied 
useful or productive participation in 
economic and social life, often resulting in 
material deprivation and dependency 

Powerlessness: The inability to participate 
in making decisions that affect the 
conditions of one’s lives and actions; 
lacking in authority, status, and sense 
of self; limited concrete opportunities to 
develop and exercise one’s capacities

Cultural imperialism: The process by 
which the dominant symbols, activities, 
or meanings of a society reinforce the 
perspective of a dominant social group 
while making invisible, stereotyped, or 
marked as “other” the perspectives of 
subordinate or targeted social; includes 
the universalization of a dominant group’s 
experience, culture, and religion

.

Violence: Random, unprovoked attacks 
against members of (targeted or 
subordinated) social groups and their 
property, with the primary motivation to 
damage, humiliate, or terrorize, and in a 
social context in which this violence is 
tolerated or even enabled by accepted 
institutional and social practices
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Examples of how a group is oppressed (1990 p. 64). Some examples of these Five Faces 
within religious oppression include the following: 

1. The exploitation of black slave labor rationalized in part by “heathen” African reli-
gious practices (race and class); 

2. The marginalization of racialized religious groups outside the Protestant mainstream 
of workforce and labor unions (Buddhists, Muslims, Sikhs) (race and class);

3. The powerlessness of Japanese American Buddhists as an already racialized group to 
resist or avoid forced internment during World War II; 

4. The cultural imperialism experienced by Native American Indians relocated onto res-
ervations so that settlers could legally move onto their land, and forcibly “assimilated” 
by Christian denominational mission boarding schools that trained them in menial 
labor (class); 

5. The violence visited upon individual Arab and South Asian Americans in the rapid 
acceleration of harassment and hate crimes from the mid-1970s up to and following 
9/11 (race and gender).
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