
FOUR REALMS OF OPPRESSION/”ISMS” 

AND CHANGE 
 

OVERVIEW 

OBJECTIVES – Following this session, participants will: 

• To present four realms at which oppression/“isms” occur  

• To emphasize that positive changes can occur when oppression/“isms” are 

addressed at all four realms  

• To explore the interconnections among the four realms 

• To identify examples of oppression/“isms” at each of the realms and work to identify 

what change could look like with one example 

SETTING: 

• Presentation to the large group 

• Small group work 

 

MATERIALS: 

• Newsprint and markers (various colors) 

 

TIME:  

• 20 minutes 

 

PROCEDURE:   [brief overview in bullets such as example below] 

• Present four realms of oppression/“isms” and change lecturette 

• Place participants into small groups, no bigger than 4 participants per group for small 

group work 

 

 

 

PRIOR PREPARATION:  [Explain any materials that require set-up prior to the session] 

 

Print out four realms examples and prepare them for small group activity at the end of 

lecturette  



FOUR REALMS OF OPPRESSION AND CHANGE 

INSTRUCTIONS 

LECTURETTE: 

It might sound something like this… 

 This framework of four realms of 

oppression and change can be a helpful tool 

to better understand how oppression 

operates as a system.  All forms of 

oppression operate at four realms – the 

personal, interpersonal, institutional and 

cultural.  Similarly, change can occur at those 

same four realms as we intentionally attempt to 

interrupt and transform people, our behaviors, 

institutions and the larger social norms and 

messages where oppression resides.  In many 

cases, there is a belief that oppression, in this 

case racism, only resides at that personal and interpersonal levels – what I believe and how I act 

toward someone racially different from me – and this framework helps us to understand that 

there is also work at the institutional and cultural levels for all of us to address.   

The Personal Realm (feelings, beliefs, thoughts) encompasses my feelings and beliefs about 

others and my attitudes about difference. Do I see differences in terms of “better than” and 

“less than”? This realm includes both conscious and unconscious thoughts about the inferiority 

and differences of other individuals and groups.  An example is prejudice or bias against a 

person based on the color of skin.  It places relationships with persons of color within a “better 

than”/ “less than” context and maintains, consciously or unconsciously, that people of color are 

inferior or are unacceptable in some way.   These thoughts and feelings can be applied to any 

individual or group that is different from me across race, ethnicity, gender, class, age, sexual 

orientation, disabilities and other differences.   

At the Interpersonal (actions, language, behaviors) realm, I act on my prejudiced beliefs and 

treat another person as “less than” because of differences. These discriminatory behaviors may 

be conscious and intentional or unconscious and unintentional, even well-intentioned.   This can 

show up in my behaviors, language usage or actions when I interact with people different from 

me across race, gender, ethnicity, class, sexual orientation, disabilities and other differences. 

 

 

TIME: 20 MINUTES 

SUPPLIES: NEWPRINT AND MARKERS 

HANDOUTS: NONE 

 

 

 

 

 

  



FOUR REALMS OF OPPRESSION AND CHANGE 

INSTRUCTIONS 

 Oppression at the Institutional (rules, 

policies, procedures, practices) realm 

involves policies, practices and procedures – 

both written and unwritten – that an 

organization has. These policies, practices 

and procedures function, intentionally or 

unintentionally, to the advantage of non-

target group members – whites, people with 

degrees, heterosexuals, males and persons 

without disabilities – and to the disadvantage 

of target group members. This is where the 

outcomes of recruiting, hiring and promoting 

employees and the distribution of resources 

within an organization or community come into 

play. To the extent that non-target group 

members are the keepers of the policies, 

practices and procedures, there is a much 

greater probability that inequities will exist and will be practiced and maintained at the expense 

of the corresponding target group. 

The Cultural (norms, truths, beauty, what’s expected) realm of oppression and change refers 

to what groups value as beautiful, true, right and normal (or expected). Oppression occurs 

when the dominant (non-target) groups in society dictate and impose a monocultural view of 

what is true, right, normal and beautiful on other people and groups. When standards of 

appropriate behavior, thought and expression of a group are perceived openly or subtly as 

negative or as "less than" and when one cultural way is considered superior to another, an 

"ism" may be operating. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TIME: 20 MINUTES 

SUPPLIES: NEWPRINT AND MARKERS 

HANDOUTS: NONE 

 

 

 

 

 

  



ACTIVITY 

INSTRUCTIONS 

That is a quick overview of the four realms of oppression and change and now I would like for 

you to do the following: 

1). Count off by fours 

2). Find your fellow participants in your numbered group and form a circle or “pod”  

3). I will be going around to each group and giving you a set of examples at one of these realms 

– personal, interpersonal, institutional or cultural 

4). Once you get your envelop and examples, read your slips and determine together which 

realm your slips fall under.  (Please note that all your examples only fall under one realm.) 

5). Once you have made your decision on which realm your examples fall under, if time 

permits, select one example and talk about what would need to happen to change that example 

from oppression to a more equitable or inclusive example at the realm that it is connected 

with.   

6). Each group will be asked to share their examples, their discussion and if they were able to, 

your example of change  

Mill around to see if there are any questions or concerns.  After about 5-7 minutes, ask each 

group to report out.   

Finish by asking the group, “Are there any additional questions about the four realms?”  This 

framework can be a helpful tool to determine what realm the form of oppression is operating 

at and what can be done to change it or introduce a systems change approach.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Note to facilitator: 

• If you have a large group of participants and you will have more than four people 

per small group, you may need to group several of the examples at multiple realms 

and have more than one group working on each realm.  Be sure that if more than 

one group is working at a similar realm, each group get a different set of examples. 

 

• You may wish to print each set of slips on a different colored sheet of paper.  This 

can allow you to easily see what group is working at what realm when the groups 

report out. (i.e., Personal – yellow, Interpersonal – green, etc.) 

• The question is often raised in multicultural discussions, “Can people of color be 

racist?”  An answer to this question can be found by looking at the definitions of 

prejudice, discrimination and racism and applying a four realms assessment. 

o Prejudice based on race is a preconceived judgment, opinion or attitude about 

an individual or group that is without just grounds or sufficient knowledge. 

Prejudice is socially learned, can be unlearned, and is grounded in 

misconceptions, misunderstandings and inflexible generalizations, often 

operating at the personal and interpersonal realms. 

o Racial discrimination is treating someone unfairly on the basis of skin color.  

This discrimination can often times happen at the interpersonal and 

institutional realms. 

o Racism, on the other hand, combines prejudice with power and privilege to 

perpetuate “better than” race-based biases, policies and procedures, and 

other forms of racial superiority at the personal, interpersonal, institutional 

and cultural realms. 

o Individuals who describe “racist” treatment by people of color are often 

describing situations which occur at the personal or interpersonal realm, and 

which are more accurately defined as individual acts of prejudice or 

discrimination rather than racism.  Individuals of color perpetrating these 

actions generally do not have access to the individual or institutional power 

and privilege central to establishing and maintaining racism.  True there may 

be individual exceptions to this rule. However, in the target/non-target model, 

people who are white as a group always operate from their non-target status 

(a place of power and privilege) and people of color as a group always 

operate from their target status (those receiving “less than” treatment). In 

addition, in some cases, there may be multiple identities operating in the 

scenario and the power dynamic most important to supporting oppression 

may be class (or rank), not race. (i.e., a Latino who is in a 

supervisor/management role).  As we are involved in these difficult and 

important discussions, it is vital that we continue to create and support a four 

realms lens from which to operate and establish trusting and allied 

relationships. 



FOUR REALM ACTIVITY SLIPS: 

PERSONAL REALM (VALUES, BELIEFS, FEELINGS) 

“African-Americans do not value education.” 

 

“Bilingual students need to learn English in order to fit in our school and to become 

‘American’.” 

 

“I expect to have lower classroom achievement realms and more behavioral issues when I have 

students of color in my class.” 

 

“All (brown) immigrants are here illegally and are a threat to our national security.” 

 

“Arabs traveling to the United States should be seen as a threat to our nation’s security.” 

 

“Mexicans are criminals, drug dealers and rapists.” 

 

“I don’t know why Native-Americans have a problem with celebrating Columbus Day.  Why 

wouldn’t we want to celebrate the person that discovered America?” 

 

“I don’t understand the support for Black Lives Matter, it’s divisive.  It should be, All Lives 

Matter.”  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 



FOUR REALM ACTIVITY SLIPS 

INTERPERSONAL REALM (ACTIONS, LANGUAGE, BEHAVIORS) 

Ms. Overman over-monitors African-American youth because “they tend to cause more 

problems.” 

 

Mr. Rang expects students of color to speak up and help other students learn about their 

culture. 

 

During the staff meeting, his co-workers repeatedly asked Juan what “his people” would think 

about various situations.  

 

Whenever his family travels to an urban city, Jake’s parents tell him and his siblings to lock their 

doors. 

 

Jill clutches her purse tight to her body each time she encounters a Black male on the street or 

in an elevator. 

 

Harvey shared with his Black colleague Jim that he was so impressed with his strong work ethic 

and that he was “a credit to his race.” 

 

Sam was fond of telling people that he could proudly say, “I don’t see color – we all belong to 

the human race.” 

 

Mr. Hartley avoids conflict/confrontation with his colleagues of color because he is afraid that, if 

challenged, they will play the “race” card. 

 

 



FOUR REALM ACTIVITY SLIPS 

INSTITUTIONAL REALM (RULES, POLICIES, PRACTICES, PROCEDURES)  

At the local factory, workers are not held accountable for racial slurs and other harassing 

behaviors that permeate the work environment routinely. 

 

In an effort to support Hispanic Heritage Month, the leadership program held a cultural 

celebration that included piñatas, ethnic music, costumes and food.   

 

The organizational succession plan for top-realm leaders did not include the intentional 

engagement of people of color currently employed by the organization, because if they are 

interested and qualified, they will rise to the top. 

 

Food systems funders, who are predominantly white, are more likely to fund white-led 

organizations engaging in food systems work, even in communities of color. 

 

The pictures in the marketing materials for the local food co-op were very diverse but very few 

people of color participated because it seemed unwelcoming and “exclusive.” 

 

The evidence based nutrition curriculum made no mention of social determinates of health that 

contribute to health disparities and inequities in many communities of color.   

 

The organizational desire was to have program participants reflect the racial diversity of the 

community, with little or no time and support for staff to build trusting and authentic 

relationships with these community members.   

 

The organization had all of its materials available only in English. 

White students were overrepresented in advanced placement and college prep classes while 

students of color were widely underrepresented in those same classes although African-

American and Latino/a students had the same scores or higher on standardized tests as their 

white counterparts. They made up the majority of the school population.  

 

 



FOUR REALM ACTIVITY SLIPS 

CULTURAL REALM (RIGHT, TRUTH, BEAUTY, NORMS) 

Many individuals of color, who also identify as LGBT, were disillusioned when they joined LGBT 

support/advocacy groups only to find mainly  

 

Whites in leadership positions and little to no focus on issues affecting LGBT communities of 

color. 

 

The walls in the building were decorated with pictures of the history of the institution’s leaders, 

who were all male and white. 

 

The organization forbid the Arab American women to wear her hijab at work saying that it did 

not support the kind of image that they wanted to portray and might make co-workers feel 

uncomfortable 

 

The photos of families that were displayed in the human services office to represent the 

organization’s work all included a mother, a father and children, and all were white. 

 

Directly and indirectly, staff of color get the message that assimilation is required to “fit into” 

the organization. 

 

An African-American woman spoke passionately to a White co-worker about the number of 

young Black men that had been lost at the hands of police officers, and her co-worker said, “I 

really think that you need to calm down your anger so that others can hear your message.”  

 

The organization spent time, money and other resources to do targeted recruiting of potential 

employee who were racially diverse, with little or no attention given to the existing 

organizational culture that had been characterized as unwelcoming and oppressive to people of 

color. 

Many farmer training programs offer training oriented towards Western styles of farming, 

implicitly devaluing different cultural farming practices and traditional knowledge/wisdom. 
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