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Racism and White Privilege

QUADRANT 1

Name of Activity: Socializations Processes Activities, Option B: Earliest Memories Per-
sonal Timeline

Purpose: The purpose of this activity is to draw on first-hand accounts of how we are 
socialized about race. 

Learning Outcomes:

• Through recalling their own experiences at different stages in growing up, the partici-
pants will uncover how they learned about race implicitly.

• Participants will understand the power of implicit conditioning about race and the 
usually unspoken processes by which we become racialized beings.

Time Needed: Preparation time needed and time needed to implement the activity will 
vary.

Materials Needed: Guided imagery; journals; progressive relaxation script for facilitator

Degree of Risk: Medium- to high-risk

Procedure: 

• Set the stage by taking the group through a progressive relaxation exercise to help 
them block out external stimuli and focus their attention inward.

• Next, ask the participants to imagine themselves at different ages in their lives, starting 
with the present and moving backward in five-year increments until reaching the age 
of about five.

• Ask the participants to visualize themselves at that age, sitting on the lap of or talking 
with someone they love—a parent or grandparent, beloved aunt or uncle, or other 
significant adult. Then ask the participants to imagine a conversation with that person 
about race. It does not have to be an actual conversation that occurred but one the 
participant might imagine having had with that person. Ask the participants to note 
the affect, the words and language used, and the lessons, implicit and explicit, about 
race, and to play the scene out in their mind’s eye.

• Ask the participants to return to the present, take out their journals and write about 
the scene they just visualized, noting as much as they can about the dialogue, the affect, 
and their own responses.

• Ask the participants to pair up with another person and read what they have written 
to each other. Once each person has read their story, they should analyze the stories 
together to consider what they tell us about how race is learned, both consciously and 
deliberately, and unconsciously.
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• As a whole group, discuss specific examples and trace patterns across the stories. For 
example, people of color may recall receiving advice for dealing with a hostile world 
or maintaining dignity in the face of prejudice. White participants may recall covert 
messages about keeping social distance or learning to fear those who look or speak 
differently. 

• Discuss how dominance and subordinance are engendered, even against our own 
desires. 

Facilitation Notes: 

• This can be an emotionally powerful activity, so it is important to have established a 
supportive group climate first and to have discussed the concepts of comfort zone and 
learning edge.

• It is important for people to relax and go inward for this exercise to be most meaning-
ful. Facilitators must be comfortable doing a guided relaxation and memory exercise. 
For new facilitators, read Hazlett-Stevens and Bernstein (2012) (see the recommended 
readings below).

• People are struck by how powerful implicit teaching about race is, and unearthing 
these messages can provide useful ideas for change.

• Intersectional issues: It is important to help the participants explore their early memo-
ries of race in conjunction with other social identities that are salient to them, given 
that the messages they receive about race are affected by other identities. For example, 
the messages that white females received about race might be different than the mes-
sages that white males received about race. Attending to these differences in experi-
ence based on the intersections helps to better illustrate the concept of intersectionality 
for the participants. 

Recommended Reading (Participants): 
Bell, L. A. (2010). Storytelling for social justice: Connecting narrative and the arts in anti-racist teach-

ing. New York: Routledge. (This activity is described in Chapter 3.)

Recommended Reading (Facilitators):
Hazlett-Stevens, H., & Bernstein, D. A. (2012). Chapter 5: Relaxation. In Cognitive behavior ther-

apy: Core principles for practice, W. O’Donohue & J. E. Fisher (Eds.). New York: John Wiley & 
Sons, Inc.

Bell, L. A. (2010). Storytelling for social justice: Connecting narrative and the arts in anti-racist teach-
ing. New York: Routledge. (This activity is described in Chapter 3.)

Credits: Roger Bonaire Agard, Lee Anne Bell
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