
Social Role Valorization (SRV) theory 
asserts that people perceived by others as 
holding positively valued roles are likely 

to be afforded by them the “good things of life” 
(Wolfensberger, Thomas & Caruso, 1996), but 
that these good things tend to be withheld or with-
drawn from people seen as holding negatively val-
ued social roles (see Wolfensberger, 1998, 2000).

Even beyond any withholding, outright bad 
things are apt to be done to people seen in deval-
ued roles. For instance, people in devalued roles 
are very likely to get rejected, segregated and con-
gregated with other devalued people, made and 
kept poor, as well as impoverished in experience 
by being denied the opportunities in life that val-
ued people aspire to, even violated and brutal-
ized. All these and other common “wounds” (18 
altogether) of devalued people are detailed in SRV 
teaching, and in Wolfensberger, 1998, pp. 12-24.

SRV teaching has tended to emphasize that any 
number of such wounds might be inflicted on de-
valued people, and how this wounding gets done, 
with different wounds being more likely to be in-
flicted on members of different devalued classes. 
But the teaching has only peripherally and occa-
sionally made the point that one particular wound 
might be systematically inflicted on all members 
of a devalued class, even though that is not un-
common. Jews are a good example: one wound, 
or a small number of specific wounds, were often 
inflicted on whole populations of devalued Jews, 

such as ‘marking’ them by making them wear dis-
tinctive clothing. There are many interesting sto-
ries that could be told of this infliction of possibly 
a small number of wounds, but on virtually all 
members of a class.

One of the bad things that may be done system-
atically to some devalued people and even entire 
classes by their devaluers is a systematic stripping 
from them of any valued roles they may have, and 
preventing them from acquiring valued roles. For 
instance, ordinarily, a newborn is seen and treated 
as in the valued role of the family’s new son or 
daughter, perhaps even its heir–but if the new-
born is discovered to be impaired, then instead, 
the infant may be stripped of the ‘son’ or ‘daugh-
ter’ role, interpreted as non-human, and may be 
put away in an institution, given away, or even 
made dead. A man sentenced to prison for life 
may, by law, be easily divorced by his wife, and 
custody of his children given to someone else, 
thereby stripping him of his ‘husband’ and ‘father’ 
roles. One maximum-security prisoner in New 
York State had created art works in his cell, and 
gave them to a friend outside of prison who sold 
them at Internet auctions in order to buy ameni-
ties such as sneakers or snacks for the prisoner. 
The artist had sent these works out quite legally 
through the prison mailroom, yet when the pris-
on authorities learned of it, they took away his art 
supplies for five years, as well as his telephone and 
mail privileges (AP in Syracuse Herald-Journal, 19 

The Systematic Stripping of Valued Roles 
from People

Wolf Wolfensberger†



The SRV JOURNAL16

June 2000, p. A5), thereby also taking away one 
of his few ways of competently achieving the val-
ued social role of an ‘artist,’ possibly leaving him 
with no valued roles at all.  

An interesting apparent fact is that achieved val-
ued roles are easier to strip away than many kinds 
of attributed ones. Valued achieved roles can be 
stripped in an instant, as the Jews in Nazi Germa-
ny found out. Many attributed valued roles will 
take longer to ‘deconstruct.’

Sometimes, it is only specific valued roles that are 
the target of devaluing role-strippers. For instance, 
during the eugenic era (from about 1875-1925), 
the eugenicists tried to take, or withhold, the roles 
of spouse, father and mother from people whom 
they judged to be genetically tainted. They did this 
via denying certain people the right to wed, seg-
regating the sexes from each other, and sterilizing 
people even without their knowledge and/or con-
sent (e.g., Black, 2003; Malcomson, 2008).

Even entire devalued subcultures may be de-
prived of the valued roles that had been tradition-
al in that subculture, as was done by the British 
authorities to the Maori natives in New Zealand 
once British immigrants settled there. When the 
British took over in the 1800s, they systematically 
destroyed or eliminated virtually every role valued 
in the Maori culture, including the political, reli-
gious, moral and social ones (conference presen-
tation by Sullivan & Clarke, 2007). As a result, 
hardly any Maori could move into, or retain, a 
role valued in Maori culture–or in British culture, 
for that matter. This totally demoralized the Mao-
ri culture, sapped its strength (which was what the 
settlers really wanted), and made the Maori turn 
to degeneracy.

By the way, a distinction must be made between 
situations where members of a devalued class were 
still able to hold roles valued within their class, 
versus situations where the oppressing classes 
made it impossible for a member of a devalued 
class to hold valued roles either in the larger soci-
ety, or within their own class. A good example of 
the former are the Jews who were always able to 

maintain valued roles at least within their class, 
even if it was a devalued minority.

Any of the 18 common ways of ‘wounding’ of 
devalued persons can contribute to the stripping 
of valued roles that they may have held, or might 
have held if there had not been a wounding in-
terference. For instance, one common wound of 
devalued people is being put at a distance from 
valued people, and this is often accompanied by 
segregation. One result is likely to be that such 
distantiated persons will never learn how to carry 
out roles valued in the society from which they 
have been separated, because they will not be 
around models of such roles; and the only valued 
roles they may end up with are ones that are val-
ued in their devalued sub-group, but not in the 
larger valued society. Another common wound 
is impoverishment, which may strip the person 
of ownership-related roles (e.g., bank customer, 
homeowner, shareholder), and puts a person into 
the devalued role of pauper.  

An example of how the infliction of wounds 
can result in role-stripping is the relegation of de-
valued ethnic and racial groups (such as devalued 
immigrants) into slums and ghettos, which may 
deprive them of practicing certain valued roles 
that can only be had, exercised, or learned in the 
larger valued parts of town, such as homeowner 
of a valuable property, or operator or owner of 
a business. Similarly, devalued people tend to be 
denied educational and work opportunities that 
valued people enjoy or desire, and this may pre-
vent them from acquiring any number of valued 
roles, such as promising and capable student, 
perhaps high-achieving student, and any number 
of professional work roles, especially those that 
are prestigious and high-paying. But it may also 
strip them of valued roles they did possess, such 
as typical neighborhood child, or for which they 
possessed the potentiality, such as future taxpayer 
or possible leader of society.

Any devalued party may be prevented from ac-
quiring valued roles, but stripping from people 
valued roles they already possessed is obviously 



December 2011 17

only going to be done to people who once held 
such valued roles or were at least seen as poten-
tially holding such valued roles.

Here is an example. An elderly man with some 
signs of dementia lived alone, but his niece had 
his power-of-attorney. When she began to look 
into an ‘assisted living’ placement for her uncle, 
the department of human services swooped in 
and removed him from his home without his 
family’s knowledge or consent, and placed him 
into a mental institution. The court-appointed 
conservator (note: conservator, not liquidator) of 
his estate sold or threw out practically everything 
in his home, including family photos and his old 
military uniform (Diament, 2010). Thus, virtu-
ally overnight, his roles of homeowner, neighbor, 
family member, military veteran–and probably 
others as well–were taken from him.

Stripping of valued roles from vulnerable or al-
ready devalued people can take place quite un-
consciously, and often as part of rearranging the 
life conditions of these people. A good example is 
what happens in the lives of a lot of elderly peo-
ple. Often, in rearranging where they live, some 
of their valued roles get lost. For example, in mov-
ing from their old neighborhood to a supported 
living arrangement, they may lose all their val-
ued roles related to their old neighborhood, right 
down to valued customer at the neighborhood 
stores, helpful neighbor to others, benefactor of 
neighborhood children, etc.

The situation can be even more catastrophic 
when an elderly person is moved to a nursing 
home, and thrust into the sick role, the second 
childhood role, and into greater dependency all 
around. All their valued community roles, their 
work and avocational roles, even their spiritual 
roles, can be lost.

Another example is when impaired persons 
who lived with their parents are moved to a group 
home as the parents age. Group home staff may 
be unaware of the valued role(s) the person may 
have held, and then these roles get lost in group 
home living. This can also lead to the person de-

veloping behavior problems, the source of which 
is not recognized by the group home staff.

Admittedly, not all role loss must be equated 
with role stripping. Some role losses occur natu-
rally (e.g., as a result of a disease process, or of 
maturing), whereas role-stripping has to be un-
derstood as due to preventable actions by others.

All this can be very painful to the people who 
previously held, or had access to, any number of 
valued roles. Again, this happened to the Jews in 
Germany under the Nazis, as one restriction after 
another was placed upon them. Jewish people who 
had been respected professionals, property owners, 
productive workers, decorated veterans and for-
mer army officers, in possession of citizen rights, 
etc., etc., saw themselves increasingly deprived of 
these roles and interpreted as scum, foreign, men-
aces, parasites, non-citizens, and even non-human. 
In their case, this happened in the course of only 
about five years, though in other cases, it may take 
generations. Particularly where this happens quick-
ly, the victims may be totally disoriented, unable to 
understand or adjust to the situation.

Members of many devalued classes have never 
held valued roles, or only few and sporadically 
(e.g., worker, customer). However, it can be very 
painful if such persons find themselves stripped of 
maybe their only valued role, or the most valued 
one of the few they held.  

When a person gets stripped of valued roles, 
one consequence could be that the person devel-
ops, or increases, role avidity (Lemay, 1999), and 
this can result in embracing devalued roles in lieu 
of no roles at all.

Another response could be that the stripping 
precipitates total disorientation, despair and 
mental breakdown. The person may ‘resign’ from 
life, withdraw, become vulnerable to disease and 
early death. The person may even commit suicide. 
Remember the wave of suicides in the Great De-
pression, even though the only valued roles that 
people might have lost at first were economic 
ones. Alternatively, the person may also engage 
in rage behavior. For instance, a person who gets 
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divorced against their will by a spouse may go on 
a rampage.

As mentioned, a lot of role-stripping is a sec-
ondary result of some kind of wounding, and 
this result may not have been specifically sought 
by the devaluers. But the most vicious kind is the 
one that is deliberate, and is usually part of a sys-
tematic effort to reduce an entire class of people. 
It can even be the initial phase of a genocide. We 
can see the connection of valued role-stripping 
to genocide in the widespread and systematic 
efforts, ever since the early 1970s, to interpret 
conceived but not yet born humans as non-hu-
man in order to facilitate their destruction via 
abortion. These very small human beings were 
once acknowledged to hold the roles of human 
child, of person in the eyes of the law, and of son 
or daughter–even though as yet unborn–of their 
parents. But these roles were stripped of them, in 
part by law, as via the 1973 US Supreme Court 
decision (Roe v. Wade) which stripped legal per-
sonhood from the unborn, and via widespread 
media and propaganda campaigns by pro-abor-
tion parties to convince everyone that the prod-
uct of the sexual union of a human male and hu-
man female is not human.

The deathmaking of the role-stripped party can 
also be very indirect (see Wolfensberger, 2005), 
and can occur as the result of the demoralization 
and degeneracy that sets in after access to valued 
roles has been barred. As noted, this was one of 
the impacts upon the Maori of being role-stripped 
by the colonizing British. 2
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