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TRADITIONAL SYSTEMS OF POWER AND 
MARGINALIZATION 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Based on my Identity Groups, I am either… 

Big 

Up 

In 

Visible 

Dominant 

Holding Power 

Unaware of my Groupness 

or 

or 

or 

or 

or 

or 

or 

Small 

Down 

Out 

Invisible 

Marginalized 

Not Holding Power 

Aware of my Groupness 
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Power and Privilege  

 The single most distinguishing feature between “ups” and “downs” is power – the ability 
to make intended things happen. 

 Depending on environment and circumstances, most of us find ourselves in the 
dominant group in some situations/social identities and in the marginalized group for 
other situations/social identities. 

 We are often oblivious to these power dynamics as individuals, but they are constantly in 
operation, influencing the way we view ourselves and others, and the ways in which we 
interact 

 The more we become conscious of these power dynamics both internally and in our 
interactions with others, the more opportunities we have to create relationships and work 
environments that allow us to be our fully authentic selves with each other 

 “…an invisible package of unearned assets” – Peggy McIntosh (1988) 

 Unearned access to goods, opportunities, services, and power, which results from 
membership in a dominant social group. This access is not afforded to members of the 
“out” groups. 

 For many of us, it is often more difficult to identify and describe the ways in which we 
have privilege. 

 However, we need to understand our privilege and how it has operated in our lives so 
that we can “decline to take advantage of it, or use it in the service of eliminating 
oppression.”(Adams, Bell & Griffin, 2007) 

 
Characteristics of Traditional 

Dominance 
Characteristics of Traditional 

Marginalization 

 Traditionally Dominant Behaviors 

 See themselves as individuals – See 
subordinated group members as part of a 
group 

 Define the rules, what’s acceptable – See 
their own behavior as normal 

 Usually don’t know much about the 
subordinated group ... May feel confused 
when interacting with them 

 See incidents of discrimination as individual 
actions of other people ... Sometimes have 
difficulty recognizing patterns of “isms” ... May 
be in denial 

 Ask the traditionally marginalized groups to 
explain what goes on, educate them about 
their experience 

 Traditionally Marginalized Behaviors 

 Are constantly aware of being part of their 
group 

 Are held to the rules – See themselves as 
different from the norm 

 Often internalize the dominant group’s 
judgments about their “lesser than” status 

 Have learned a great deal about the 
dominant group as a way to survive ... Are 
hyper-aware of what’s going on in 
transactions 

 Get tired of being expected to take the lead 
and held responsible to educate the 
traditionally dominant groups 

 

 

Note: Dominant People Do Not See Marginalization 
  


