
Interrupting Privilege (IP) is an intergenerational skills-
building, anti-racism space of dialogue. Now in its fifth
year and based at the Northwest African American
Museum (NAAM), the program centers on dialogues and
radical listening to conduct action-oriented research that
interrupts current structures of power; it is led by Ralina
Joseph, University of Washington Communications
Professor & Mellon Scholar. IP brings together students
and community members from across Seattle for
conversations about race, racism, and its intersections.

Both a program and a philosophy, IP believes that
everyday people can work together across generations
and race to combat racism and privilege with the support
of youth leadership, commitment to critique-in-action,
spaces to share and hear racial hurt, and careful training
modules. 

Combined learning, dialogue, and research has led to the
creation of a set of tools that can be used to change
existing systems. The program inspires activism at the
personal and community level. 

INTERRUPTING
PRIVILEGE 

Interrupting Privilege
literally changed how I
walk through the world,
changed what I see, and
cracked me wide open
to view the world in a
different way.

 - Program Participant

Teaching People to Talk About Race Across Generational and Racial Lines

AT NORTHWEST AFRICAN AMERICAN MUSEUM



Interrupting Privilege began in the spring of 2016 at the University of Washington (UW), with the
purpose of helping people learn how to productively listen to and converse about race and privilege
outside of their race and age bubbles. At the time there was a dearth of interracial and generational
spaces to talk through issues of race. According to Professor Joseph, “The way so many of us
operate is in race bubbles, but also in age specific groups. In order for true systemic change to
happen, we need everybody.”

Interrupting Privilege classes meet weekly for three months and include more than 50% people of
color who range in age from 15 to 80. Participants discuss and investigate how individual behaviors
and biases maintain racial inequality, and how society’s longstanding systems, policies, and
practices have intentionally and unintentionally created and continue to maintain structural racial
inequity in our institutions and communities.

Professor Joseph models how to critique with love and how to engage in radical listening, fostering a
space where people feel safe to acknowledge what they don’t know, ask questions, and make
mistakes, while the most vulnerable voices are centered and lifted up. Dialogue and research has led
to a set of tangible tools that can be used to change existing systems.

Everyone is talking about
issues of diversity, equity,
and inclusion. How do we
actually change our systems
and embody those values? 
I didn’t know how to do that
and I was so hungry to learn. 

- Program Participant

Teaching people how to have
conversations about race is hard.
But we have to do it, because what
we have right now isn't working.

- Professor Ralina Joseph

In order for true systemic change to happen, 
we need everybody.

- Professor Ralina Joseph, Interrupting Privilege

Interrupting Privilege Origins



In 2019, the Interrupting Privilege program moved from the University of Washington campus to
Seattle’s Black community hub, the Northwest African American Museum, where it includes the
voices and perspectives of local high school students of color and community members alongside
UW doctoral students and NAAM staff, who help facilitate class sessions. The program activities
have been intentionally focused on building community, cohesion, and collaboration.

The goal in basing Interrupting Privilege at NAAM, with which Joseph has partnered on previous
projects, is to re-center the program in the Black community and to lift up and build off NAAM’s
longstanding work in the realm of justice and equity, as well as arts and culture. "It is a natural
partnership for us and the work we do and the mission we strive for," says LaNesha DeBardelaben,
Executive Director of NAAM. "We are so much more than a museum. Interrupting Privilege fits with
our identity as a place for transformation, education, liberation, and cross-racial dialogue."

COVID-19 has taken a disproportionate toll on communities of color; according to King County, the
rate of COVID-19 infections within the county is 4 times higher for Black Americans than it is for
White Americans. The pandemic also lifted the veil on the pain and deep inequities of the Black
community that is now being recognized throughout the world.

In response, we launched a year-long series focused on community-care and developing the
concept of 'radical healing' through Black community dialogues in a time of COVID. Previous
participants invited a trusted loved one, not previously in the project so far, to dialogue virtually. 

Bringing 'marginalized voices' to conversation with each other around a social justice issue is a more
engaged, inclusive, and rigorous approach than the collecting of stories. This series also includes a
needs assessment of our community partners in the time of COVID. Through in-depth, semi-
structured dialogues and focus groups with African American/Black community members,
participants talk about their mental health needs during the pandemic and what measures they are
taking to find support and spaces/communities of healing.

Interrupting Privilege is extending essential
dialogue. It’s helping to create conversation that
is already making our community a better place.

- LaNesha DeBardelaben, Executive Director, NAAM

The orbit of Interrupting Privilege is ever-expanding as we engage communities in the work of racial
justice in new and creative ways. We are strategically planning how to effectively duplicate the
program to make it work nationwide and in a variety of spaces. This will require investment in
additional staffing, training modules, technology upgrades, and marketing. 

Expansion to NAAM

Radical Healing in the Time of Covid

Expanding regionally & nationally


