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Figure 5.1 The Cycle of Socialization

to us at birth through no effort or decision or choice of our own; there is, therefore, 00
reason to blame each other or hold each other responsible for the identities we have. This
first step in the socialization process is outside our control. In addition to having ne choice,
we also have no initial consciousness about who we are. We don’t question our identities
at this point. We just are who we are.

On top of these givens, we are born into a world where all of the meci
tions, rules, roles, and structures of oppression are already in place and functioning; V¢
have had nothing to do with constructing them. There is no reason for any of us t© e
guilty or responsible for the world into which we are born. We are innocents, falling int
an already established system.

The characteristics of this system were built long before we existed, based
tory, habit, tradition, patterns of belief, prejudices, stercotypes, and myths. Dominant ¢
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FIRST SOCIALIZATION (ARROW NO. 1)

jmmediately upon our births we begin to be socialized by the people we know, love, and
trust the most, our families or the adults who are raising us. They shape our self-conceps
2nd self-perceptions, the norms and rules we must follow, the roles we are taught to play,
our expectations for the future, and our dreams. These people serve as role models for us,
2nd they teach us how to behave. This socialization happens both intrapersonally (how we
“hink about oursclves), and interpersonally (how we relate to others). We are told things
like, “Boys don’t cry”; “They’re better than we are. Stay in your place™; “Don’t worry if you
break the toy. We can always buy another one”; “Christianity is the true religion™; “Children
should be seen and not heard”; Don’t tell anyone that your aunt is mentally retarded. It’s
embarrassing”; and “Don’t kiss other girls. You're supposed to like boys.™ These messages are
< automatic part of our early socialization, and we don’¢initially question them. We are too
ependent on our parents or those raising us, 0 we unconsciously conform to theit views.

It is important to observe that they, too, are not to be blamed. They are doing the best they
can 10 raton s, and they only have their own backgrounds from which to draw. They may not
have thought critically about what they are teaching us, and may be unconsciously passing
on what was taught to them. Some of us may have been raised by parents who have thought
critically about the messages that they are giving us, but they are still not in the majority. This
could be good or bad, as well, depending on what their views are. A consciously racist parent
may intentionally pass on racist beliefs to his children, and a consciously feminist parent may
intentionally pass on non-stereotypical roles to her children, so it can go either way.

Regardless of the content of the teaching, we have been exposed, without initial ques-
tion, to a strong set of rules, roles, and assumptions that cannot help but shape our sense
of ourselves and the world. They influence what we take with us when we venture out into

the larger world of other institutions.
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ENFORCEMENTS (ARROW NO.2)

Jt might seem logical to ask why people don't just begin to think differently if they don't

like what they arc seeing around them. Why don't we ignore these mess es if we are

uncomfortable with them, or if they are hurting us? Largely, we don’t ignore the mesSagesy
rules, roles, structures, and assumprions because there are enforcements in place © main®
tain them. People who try to contradict the “norm” pay a price for their different thk_'m&
and people who conform (consciously or unconsciously) minimally receive the benefit!
being left alone for not making waves, such as acceptance in their designated roles, being
considered normal or “a team player,” or being allowed to stay in their places. Maxim:
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ing. This cycle has a life
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g0 on. Our silence is consent. Until our dis
will probably stay in this cycle.

Some of us who are targets have

been so beaten down by the relentless messages of the
Cyele that we have given up and resigned ourselves to survive it or to self-destruct. We are
vietimized by the Cycle, and are playing our roles as victims to keep the Cycle alive. We wil
probably go around a few more times before we dic. It hurts too much to fight such a big
P e mecd the help of our targeted comrades and our agent allies to try for change

THE CORE OF THE CYCLE

As we begin to examine this decision, we may ask, “What has kept me in this ¢
so long?” Most answers are related to the themes listed in the core of the Cycle: fear,
ignorance, confusion, insccurity, power or powerlessness.

Fear— For targets, fear of interrupting the system reminds us of what happens to targets
who challenge the existing power structure: being labeled as “trouble-makers,” experienc-
ing discrimination, being deported, raped, beaten, institutionalized, imprisoned, or killed.
There are far too many examples like these. Some targets may decide not to take the risk.

For agents, the fear of interrupting the system is different. We fear losing our privilege
if we interrupt the status quo. Will I be targeted with the targets? Will 1 have to face my
own guilt for the years when I did nothing? Will I experience “pay-back” from targets if
1 acknowledge my role as an agent? Agent privilege sometimes allows us to avoid action,

and the Cycle continues.

Ignorance—For both targets and agents, lack of understanding about how oppression
?nd socialization work makes it difficult to initiate change. Agents struggle more from our
ignorance because we have not been forced to examine our roles. Because most of us have
some agent and some target identities, we may be able to transfer what we learned in out
target identities to educate ourselves in our agent identities. For example, a white lesbian
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CHOOSING THE DIRECTION FOR CHANGE ‘
How do people make the decision to interrupt the Cycle and stand up for change? Sometimes
the decision is triggered by a critical incident that makes oppression impossible to ignore
Perhaps a loved one is affected by some type of injustice or inequity, and we become moti-
vated vo do something about it. Heterosexual parents of gay and lesbian children report that
they became activists when they saw what their children were experiencing
berhaps we have a “last straw” experience, where things have become so intolerable
that ome last incident pushes us into action. Our discomfort becomes more powerful than
B fear or insecurity, and we are compelled to take some action. Women who file sex
scrimination suits after years of being overlooked professionally report this example; s0
do women who leave abusive relationships once and for all.
Sometimes it might be some new awareness Or Consciou
friend from a different identity group shows us a different perspective, or we read a book
that makes us think differently, or we enroll in a course that introduces new possibilities. We
begin to see the big picture that groups all over the world are working on these same issues.
Change movements are filled with people who made decisions to interrupt the Cycle of
Socialization and the system of oppression. Once you know something, you can't riot know

it anymore, and knowing it eventually translates into action. In the words of Malcolm X,
“Don’t be in a hurry to condemn because [someone] doesn’t do what you do or xl‘:mk asyou
think or as fast. There was a time W u know today.

hen you didn’t know what you know b
People often share qualities that have developed as { uniting for change. We
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our own efficacy that we can make a difference in the world. We empower ourselves and we
support each other. We share an authentic human con
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nection across our differences rather
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les. It takes courage 10 ask—how did I become so well-adjusted to injustice?
roles.

1 become nonconformist, It takes courage
lacent slumber. It takes courage to

It rakes courage to cut against the grain and
wake up and stay awake instead of engaging in comp
oWl

hatcer conformity and cowardice.
sha

.

The courage to love truth is one of the preconditions to thinking crirically

*
elf is based on a particular kind of courage in which you hold truth,

Thinking for one
isdom, and honesty in high esteem.

wisdom, 3
The reason you want to think for yourself is because you understand that people often

re not telling you the truth. When you place a high value on truth, you have to think for
a

yourself.
.

If youre unwilling to muster the courage to think critically, then someone will do the
thinking for you, offering doublethink and doubletalk relief. People will apply a certain
kind of pressure to push you into complacency and maybe \:vcnv(nwﬂrdh:r:. It's n.u( long
before you rationalize, This isn’t really me. I don’t really think this way . . . but let's go!

*
As crucial and precious as the intellect is, it can become a refuge that hides and conceals

emotional underdevelopment, and diminishes your ability to think eritically.
What we need at this particular moment is to bring together those who are willing to

muster the courage to think critically, look at the basic assumptions of public discourse,

and critique the way our history is told.

¢
When ordinary people wake up, elites begin to tremble in their boots. They cap‘t getaway
with their abuse. They can’t get away with subjugation. They can’t get away with exploita-
tion. They can’t get away with domination. It takes courage for folk to stand up.

¢+
American democracy is great precisely because you have had courageous, compassionate
citizens who were willing to sacrifice, to think critically, and connect with u_thgrs to ensure
that the Bill of Rights has had substance, that working people have had dignity, and that
People of color have a status that ought to be affirmed. Think of the courage that went

into that!
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don’t muster the courage o think critically about your situation, you'll end yp

living a life of conformity and complacency. You'll lose a very rich tradition that has ey

bequeathed to you by your foremothers and forefathers.

In America, when we talk about a

.
astrophe, we talk about indigenous people. We tlk

about slavery. We talk about women coping with patriarchy and domestic violence, W
talk about gay brothers and lesbian sisters being taught to hate themselves, We talk abour
workers crushed by the capitalist clite. It is a view from the bottom up—through the lens

of the cross.

Thar

view is too often a minority view within the Christian community because

it requires too much love, too much courage. Who wants to pay the ultimate cost like

Brother

Medgar’

paid the

Medgar Evers? People are too scared. I understand that. I still love them, | affirm
s courage because he dared to look at the world through the lens of the cross and

ultimate price.

Malcolm did it in the Islamic tradition. Martin certainly did it in his tradition. He bore
his cross from age 26 until he was assassinated at 39. The American Empire is just so
cross-averse,

America denies its night side until it breaks right through. There’s no direct reference
to slavery in the original U.S. Constitution, That's not just a slight gesture. That's lying.

You can’t get away with that. You end up fighting a civil

ar over an institution not

invoked in the Constitution. That's a level of denial that's incredibly deep. You think you're

innocent,

yet you've created the catastrophe right in your midst. You try to sanitize and steril-

ize it so expertly that you think the funk is not going to hunt you down. But it never works.

*

It is unclear whether we're 80ing to make it. I'm not an optimist at all. Brother Barack

Obama says he has the auda

city to hope. I say, “Well, what price are you willing to pay?”

It's no longer enough 1o be willing to dic. You have to be willing to live the truth:

Somehow,

you have to be able to walk that tightrope.
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The Cycle of Socialization
—

INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT

namic system of oppres

roles prescribed by an in

sscious and unnamed). All of these characters:
f Cycle of Socialization that follows.
In struggling to understand what roles we have been socialized
soones of oppression in our lives, and how we participate in mai
begin by making an inventory of our own social identities v
n excellent first learning activity is to make a person:
to the categories listed above—gender, race,
and ability/disability status. The results of this inventory make up the

our social identity profile) that shape(s) our socialization.
We get systematic training in “how to be” each of our social identities throughout
our lives, The Cycle of Socialization that follows is one way of representing how the
socialization process happens, from what sources it comes, how it affects our lives, and
how it perpetuates itself. The “Directions for Change” that conclude this chapter suggest
ways for interrupting the Cycle of Socialization and taking charge of our own lives. For
purposes of learning, it is often useful to choose only one of our social identities, and
trace it through the Cycle of Socialization, since it can be quite overwhelming to explore

multiple identities at once.

oppression. A
social identities relating
religion, economic class,
mosaic of social identities (

THE BEGINNING (CIRCLE NO. 1)
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