
Whether we are aware of it or not, we are all assigned multiple social
identities. Within each category, there is a hierarchy - a social status with
dominant and non-dominant groups. As with race, dominant members can
bestow benefits to members they deem "normal," or limit opportunities to
members that fall into "other" categories.A person of the non-dominant group
can experience oppression in the form of limitations, disadvantages, or
disapproval. They may even suffer abuse from individuals, institutions, or
cultural practices. "Oppression" refers to a combination of prejudice and
institutional power that creates a system that regularly and severely
discriminates against some groups and benefits other groups.

Systems of Oppression
The term "systems of oppression" helps us better identify inequity by calling
attention to the historical and organized patterns of mistreatment. In the
United States, systems of oppression (like systemic racism) are woven into
the very foundation of American culture, society, and laws.

Before beginning to view Selma and
doing the work of this unit, it is essential

to examine systems of oppression.
According to The Smithsonian, "Systems

of oppression are individual,
institutional, and societal and their

effects on people have a long history
deeply rooted in American culture."
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ACTIVIST 'S  INTRODUCTION

Read over the article Social Identities and Systems by the National
Museum of African American History and Culture
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Other examples of systems of oppression are sexism, heterosexism, ableism,
classism, ageism, and anti-Semitism. Society's institutions, such as
government, education, and culture, all contribute or reinforce the
oppression of marginalized social groups while elevating dominant social
groups.

Social Identities
A social identity is both internally constructed and externally applied,
occurring simultaneously. Educators from oneTILT define social identity as
having these three characteristics:Exists (or is consistently used) to bestow
power, benefits, or disadvantage.Is used to explain differences in outcomes,
effort, or ability.Is immutable or otherwise sticky (difficult, costly, or
dangerous) to change.
It can be difficult to understand the relationships between social groups,
privilege, and oppression. For this reason, sociologists have developed tools
like The Matrix of Oppression (below) to help us more clearly see and think
through how different social groups experience American society. Tools like
this remind us that although we all live in one America, our individual
experiences can be profoundly different.
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Oppression causes deep suffering, but trying to decide whether one
oppression is worse than others is problematic. It diminishes lived
experiences and divides communities that should be working together. Many
people experience abuse based on multiple social identities. Often,
oppressions overlap to cause people even more hardship. This overlapping of
oppressed groups is referred to as "intersectionality." Legal scholar Kimberlé
Crenshaw coined the term in the 1980s to describe how black women faced
heightened struggles and suffering in American society because they
belonged to multiple oppressed social groups.

What challenges may the identified oppressed groups  face in our
community? In our country? In our world?
What unique challenges have you or a loved one faced in examining the
oppression matrix?
Well-known activist Audre Lorde once stated, "There is no hierarchy of
oppressions." After learning from the Oppression Matrix, do you agree with
this statement? Why or why not?

Questions to Ponder and Answer:


