
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PART FOUR
❖

Social Relations

Having explored how we do social psychology (Part I), and 
how we think about (Part II) and influence (Part III) one 
another, we come to social psychology’s fourth facet—how 

we relate to one another. Our feelings and actions toward other people 
are sometimes negative, sometimes positive.
 The upcoming modules on prejudice, aggression, and conflict 
examine the unpleasant aspects of human relations: Why do we dis-
like, even despise, one another? Why and when do we hurt one 
another?
 Then in the modules on conflict resolution, liking, loving, and 
helping, we explore the more pleasant aspects: How can social con-
flicts be justly and amicably resolved? Why do we like or love particu-
lar people? When will we offer help to others?
 Finally, Module 31 asks what social psychological principles might 
contribute to help avert an ecological holocaust, triggered by increas-
ing population, consumption, and climate change.
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MODULE 

22
❖

The Reach of Prejudice

Prejudice comes in many forms—for our own group and against 
some other group.
Consider some striking examples:

• Religion. After 9/11 and the Iraq war, 4 in 10 Americans 
admitted “some feelings of prejudice against Muslims” and 
about half of non-Muslims in Western Europe perceived Muslims 
negatively and as “violent” (Pew, 2008; Saad, 2006; Wike & 
Grim, 2007). Muslims reciprocated the negativity, with most in 
Jordan, Turkey, Egypt, and even Britain seeing Westerners as 
“greedy” and “immoral.”

• Obesity. When seeking love and employment, overweight 
people—especially White women—face slim prospects. In cor-
relational studies, overweight people marry less often, gain 
entry to less-desirable jobs, and make less money (Swami & 
others, 2008). Weight discrimination, in fact, exceeds race or 
gender discrimination and occurs at every employment stage—
hiring, placement, promotion, compensations, discipline, and 
discharge (Roehling, 2000). Negative assumptions about and 
discrimination against overweight people help explain why 
overweight women and obese men seldom (relative to their 
numbers in the general population) become the CEOs of large 
corporations (Roehling & others, 2008, 2009).

• Sexual orientation. Many gay youth—two-thirds of gay secondary 
school students in one national British survey—report experienc-
ing homophobic bullying (Hunt & Jensen, 2007). And one in five 
British lesbian and gay adults report having been victimized by 
aggressive harassment, insults, or physical assaults (Dick, 2008). 
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246 PART FOUR SOCIAL RELATIONS

In a U.S. national survey, 20 percent of gay, lesbian, and bisexual 
persons reported having experienced a personal or property crime 
based on their sexual orientation, and half reported experiencing 
verbal harassment (Herek, 2009).

• Age. People’s perceptions of the elderly—as generally kind but 
frail, incompetent, and unproductive—predispose patronizing 
behavior, such as baby-talk speech that leads elderly people to 
feel less competent and act less capably (Bugental & Hehman, 
2007).

• Immigrants. A fast-growing research literature documents anti-
immigrant prejudice among Germans toward Turks, the French 
toward North Africans, the British toward West Indians and 
Pakistanis, and Americans toward Latin American immigrants 
(Pettigrew, 2006). As we will see, the same factors that feed 
racial and gender prejudice also feed dislike of immigrants 
(Pettigrew & others, 2008; Zick & others, 2008).

WHAT IS PREJUDICE?

Prejudice, stereotyping, discrimination, racism, sexism—the terms often 
overlap. Let’s clarify them. Each of the situations just described involved 
a negative evaluation of some group. And that is the essence of preju-
dice: a preconceived negative judgment of a group and its individual 
members.
 Prejudice is an attitude, which is a distinct combination of feelings, 
inclinations to act, and beliefs. A prejudiced person may dislike those 
different from self and behave in a discriminatory manner, believing them 
ignorant and dangerous.
 The negative evaluations that mark prejudice often are supported by 
negative beliefs, called stereotypes. To stereotype is to generalize. To 
simplify the world, we generalize: The British are reserved. Americans 
are outgoing. Professors are absentminded.
 Such generalizations can be more or less true (and are not always 
negative). The elderly are stereotyped as more frail, which (despite indi-
vidual differences) they are. “Stereotypes,” note Lee Jussim, Clark 
McCauley, and Yueh-Ting Lee (1995), “may be positive or negative, accu-
rate or inaccurate.” An accurate stereotype may even be desirable. We 
call it “sensitivity to diversity” or “cultural awareness in a multicultural 
world.” To stereotype the British as more concerned about punctuality 
than Mexicans is to understand what to expect and how to get along 
with others in each culture.
 The problem with stereotypes arises when they are overgeneralized 
or just plain wrong. To presume that most American welfare clients are 
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 MODULE 22 THE REACH OF PREJUDICE 247

African American is to overgeneralize, because it just isn’t so. University 
students’ stereotypes of members of particular fraternities (as preferring, 
say, foreign language to economics, or softball to tennis) contain a germ 
of truth but are overblown. Individuals within the stereotyped group 
vary more than expected (Brodt & Ross, 1998).
 Prejudice is a negative attitude; discrimination is negative behavior. 
 Discriminatory behavior often has its source in prejudicial attitudes 
(Dovidio & others, 1996; Wagner & others, 2008). Such was evident when 
researchers analyzed the responses to 1,115 identically worded e-mails 
sent to Los Angeles area landlords regarding vacant apartments. Encour-
aging replies came back to 89 percent of notes signed “Patrick McDougall,” 
to 66 percent from “Said Al-Rahman,” and to 56 percent from “Tyrell 
Jackson” (Carpusor & Loges, 2006).
 Attitudes and behavior are often loosely linked. Prejudiced attitudes 
need not breed hostile acts, nor does all oppression spring from preju-
dice. Racism and sexism are institutional practices that discriminate, 
even when there is no prejudicial intent. If word-of-mouth hiring prac-
tices in an all-White business have the effect of excluding potential non-
White employees, the practice could be called racist—even if an employer 
intended no discrimination.

Prejudice: Subtle and Overt
Prejudice provides one of the best examples of our dual attitude system. 
We can have different explicit (conscious) and implicit (automatic) atti-
tudes toward the same target, as shown by 500 studies using the “Implicit 
Association Test” (Carpenter, 2008). The test, which has been taken 
online by some 6 million people, assesses “implicit cognition”—what 
you know without knowing that you know (Greenwald & others, 2008). 
It does so by measuring people’s speed of associations. Much as we more 
quickly associate a hammer with a nail than with a pail, so the test can 
measure how speedily we associate “White” with “good” versus “Black” 
with “good.” Thus, we may retain from childhood a habitual, automatic 
fear or dislike of people for whom we now express respect and admira-
tion. Although explicit attitudes may change dramatically with educa-
tion, implicit attitudes may linger, changing only as we form new habits 
through practice (Kawakami & others, 2000).
 A raft of experiments—by researchers at Ohio State University and 
the University of Wisconsin (Devine & Sharp, 2008), Yale and Harvard 
universities (Banaji, 2004), Indiana University (Fazio, 2007), the Univer-
sity of Colorado (Wittenbrink, 2007; Wittenbrink & others, 1997), the 
University of Washington (Greenwald & others, 2000), the University of 
Virginia (Nosek & others, 2007), and New York University (Bargh & 
Chartrand, 1999)—have confirmed that prejudiced and stereotypic eval-
uations can occur outside people’s awareness. Some of these studies 
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248 PART FOUR SOCIAL RELATIONS

briefly flash words or faces that “prime” (automatically activate) stereo-
types for some racial, gender, or age group. Without their awareness, the 
participants’ activated stereotypes may then bias their behavior. Having 
been primed with images associated with African Americans, for exam-
ple, they may then react with more hostility to an experimenter’s (inten-
tionally) annoying request.
 Keeping in mind the distinction between conscious, explicit preju-
dice and unconscious, implicit prejudice, let’s examine two common 
forms of prejudice: racial prejudice and gender prejudice.

Racial Prejudice
In the context of the world, every race is a minority. Non-Hispanic 
Whites, for example, are only one-fifth of the world’s people and will be 
one-eighth within another half-century. Thanks to mobility and migra-
tion over the past two centuries, the world’s races now intermingle, in 
relations that are sometimes hostile, sometimes amiable.
 To a molecular biologist, skin color is a trivial human characteristic, 
one controlled by a minuscule genetic difference. Moreover, nature 
doesn’t cluster races in neatly defined categories. It is people, not nature, 
who label Barack Obama, the son of a White woman, as “Black,” and 
who sometimes label Tiger Woods “African American” (his ancestry is 
25 percent African) or “Asian American” (he is also 25 percent Thai and 
25 percent Chinese)—or even as Native American or Dutch (he is one-
eighth each).
 Most folks see prejudice—in other people. In one Gallup poll, White 
Americans estimated 44 percent of their peers to be high in prejudice (5 
or higher on a 10-point scale). How many gave themselves a high score? 
Just 14 percent (Whitman, 1998).

Is Racial Prejudice Disappearing?
Which is right: people’s perceptions of high prejudice in others, or their 
perceptions of low prejudice in themselves? And is racial prejudice 
becoming a thing of the past?
 Explicit prejudicial attitudes can change very quickly. In 1942 most 
Americans agreed, “There should be separate sections for Negroes on 
streetcars and buses” (Hyman & Sheatsley, 1956). Today the question 
would seem bizarre, because such blatant prejudice has nearly disap-
peared. In 1942 fewer than a third of all Whites (only 1 in 50 in the South) 
supported school integration; by 1980, support for it was 90 percent. 
Considering what a thin slice of history is covered by the years since 
1942 or even since slavery was practiced, the changes are dramatic. In 
Britain, overt racial prejudice, as expressed in opposition to interracial 
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 MODULE 22 THE REACH OF PREJUDICE 249

marriage or having an ethnic minority boss, has similarly plummeted, 
especially among younger adults (Ford, 2008).
 African Americans’ attitudes also have changed since the 1940s, 
when Kenneth Clark and Mamie Clark (1947) demonstrated that many 
held anti-Black prejudices. In making its historic 1954 decision declaring 
segregated schools unconstitutional, the Supreme Court found it note-
worthy that when the Clarks gave African American children a choice 
between Black dolls and White dolls, most chose the White. In studies 
from the 1950s through the 1970s, Black children were increasingly likely 
to prefer Black dolls. And adult Blacks came to view Blacks and Whites 
as similar in traits such as intelligence, laziness, and dependability (Jackman 
& Senter, 1981; Smedley & Bayton, 1978).
 Shall we conclude, then, that racial prejudice is extinct in countries 
such as the United States, Britain, and Canada? Not if we consider the 
7,772 perpetrators of reported hate crime incidents during 2006 (FBI, 
2008). Not if we consider the small proportion of Whites who, as Figure 
22-1 shows, would not vote for a Black presidential candidate. Not if we 
consider the 6 percent greater support that Obama would likely have 
received in 2008, according to one statistical analysis of voter racial and 
political attitudes, if there had been no White racial prejudice (Fournier 
& Tompson, 2008).
 So, how great is the progress toward racial equality? In the United 
States, Whites tend to compare the present with the oppressive past and 
to perceive swift and radical progress. Blacks tend to compare the present 
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FIGURE 22-1
Changing racial attitudes of White Americans from 1958 to 2007. Abraham Lincoln’s 
ghostly embrace of Barack Obama visualized the Obama mantra: “Change we can 
believe in.” Two days later, Obama stood on steps built by the hands of slaves, placed 
his hand on a Bible last used in Lincoln’s own inauguration, and spoke “a most sacred 
oath”—in a place, he reflected, where his “father less than 60 years ago might not have 
been served at a local restaurant.” Source: Data from Gallup Polls (brain.gallup.com).
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250 PART FOUR SOCIAL RELATIONS

with their ideal world, which has not yet been realized, and to percive 
somewhat less progress (Eibach & Ehrlinger, 2006).

Subtle Prejudice
Prejudice in subtle forms is even more widespread. Some experiments 
have assessed people’s behavior toward Blacks and Whites. Whites are 
equally helpful to any person in need—except when the needy person 
is remote (say, a wrong-number caller with an apparent Black accent who 
needs a message relayed). Likewise, when asked to use electric shocks 
to “teach” a task, White people have given no more (if anything, less) 
shock to a Black than to a White person—except when they were angered 
or when the recipient couldn’t retaliate or know who did it (Crosby & 
others, 1980; Rogers & Prentice-Dunn, 1981).
 Thus, prejudiced attitudes and discriminatory behavior surface when 
they can hide behind the screen of some other motive. In Australia, 
 Britain, France, Germany, and the Netherlands, blatant prejudice is being 
replaced by subtle prejudice (exaggerating ethnic differences, feeling less 
admiration and affection for immigrant minorities, rejecting them 
for  supposedly nonracial reasons) (Pedersen & Walker, 1997; Tropp & 
Pettigrew, 2005a). Some researchers call such subtle prejudice “modern 
racism” or “cultural racism.” Modern prejudice often appears subtly, in 
our preferences for what is familiar, similar, and comfortable (Dovidio & 
others, 1992; Esses & others, 1993a; Gaertner & Dovidio, 2005).
 Modern prejudice even appears as a race sensitivity that leads to 
exaggerated reactions to isolated minority persons—overpraising their 
accomplishments, overcriticizing their mistakes, and failing to warn 
Black students, as they would White students, about potential academic 
difficulty (Crosby & Monin, 2007; Fiske, 1989; Hart & Morry, 1997; Hass 
& others, 1991). It also appears as patronization. For example, Kent Har-
ber (1998) gave White students at Stanford University a poorly written 
essay to evaluate. When the students thought the writer was Black, they 
rated it higher than when they were led to think the author was White, 
and they rarely offered harsh criticisms. The evaluators, perhaps wanting 
to avoid the appearance of bias, patronized the Black essayists with 
lower standards. Such “inflated praise and insufficient criticism” may 
hinder minority student achievement, Harber noted.

Automatic Prejudice
How widespread are automatic prejudiced reactions to African Ameri-
cans? Experiments have shown such reactions in varied contexts. For 
example, in clever experiments by Anthony Greenwald and his col-
leagues (1998, 2000), 9 in 10 White people took longer to identify pleas-
ant words (such as peace and paradise) as “good” when associated with 
Black rather than White faces. The participants consciously expressed 
little or no prejudice; their bias was unconscious and unintended. 
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 MODULE 22 THE REACH OF PREJUDICE 251

Moreover, report Kurt Hugenberg and Galen Bodenhausen (2003), the 
more strongly people exhibit such implicit prejudice, the readier they are 
to perceive anger in Black faces.
 Critics note that unconscious associations may only indicate cultural 
assumptions, perhaps without prejudice (which involves negative feelings 
and action tendencies). But some studies find that implicit bias can leak 
into behavior:

• In a Swedish study, a measure of implicit biases against Arab-
Muslims predicted the likelihood of 193 corporate employers 
not interviewing applicants with Muslim names (Rooth, 2007).

• In a medical study of 287 physicians, those exhibiting the most 
implicit racial bias were the least likely to recommend clot-
busting drugs for a Black patient described as complaining of 
chest pain (Green & others, 2007).

• In a study of 44 Australian drug and alcohol nurses, those dis-
playing the most implicit bias against drug users were also the 
most likely, when facing job stress, to want a different job (von 
Hippel & others, 2008).

 In some situations, automatic, implicit prejudice can have life or 
death consequences. In separate experiments, Joshua Correll and his co-
workers (2002, 2006, 2007) and Anthony Greenwald and his co-workers 
(2003) invited people to press buttons quickly to “shoot” or “not shoot” 
men who suddenly appeared on-screen holding either a gun or a harm-
less object such as a flashlight or a bottle. The participants (both Blacks 
and Whites, in one of the studies) more often mistakenly shot harmless 
targets who were Black. In the aftermath of London police shooting dead 
a man who looked Muslim, researchers also found Australians more 
ready to shoot someone wearing Muslim headgear (Unkelbach & others, 
2008). If we implicitly associate a particular ethnic group with danger, 
then faces from that group will tend to capture our attention and trigger 
arousal (Donders & others, 2008; Dotsch & Wigboldus, 2008; Trawalter 
& others, 2008).
 In a related series of studies, Keith Payne (2001, 2006) and Charles 
Judd and colleagues (2004) found that when primed with a Black rather 
than a White face, people think guns: They more quickly recognize a gun 
and they more often mistake a tool, such as a wrench, for a gun. Even 
when race does not bias perception, it may bias reaction—as people 
require more or less evidence before firing (Klauer & Voss, 2008).
 Jennifer Eberhardt and her colleagues (2004) demonstrated that the 
reverse effect can occur as well. Exposing people to weapons makes 
them pay more attention to faces of African Americans and even 
makes police officers more likely to judge stereotypical-looking Afri-
can Americans as criminals. These studies help explain why Amadou 
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252 PART FOUR SOCIAL RELATIONS

Diallo (a Black immigrant in New York City) was shot 41 times by police 
officers for removing his wallet from his pocket.
 It also appears that different brain regions are involved in auto-
matic and consciously controlled stereotyping (Correll & others, 2006; 
Cunningham & others, 2004; Eberhardt, 2005). Pictures of outgroups that 
elicit the most disgust (such as drug addicts and the homeless) elicit 
brain activity in areas associated with disgust and avoidance (Harris & 
Fiske, 2006). This suggests that automatic prejudices involve primitive 
regions of the brain associated with fear, such as the amygdala.
 Even the social scientists who study prejudice seem vulnerable to 
automatic prejudice, note Anthony Greenwald and Eric Schuh (1994). 
They analyzed biases in authors’ citations of social science articles by 
people with selected non-Jewish names (Erickson, McBride, etc.) and 
Jewish names (Goldstein, Siegel, etc.). Their analysis of nearly 30,000 
citations, including 17,000 citations of prejudice research, found some-
thing remarkable: Compared with Jewish authors, non-Jewish authors 
had 40 percent higher odds of citing non-Jewish names. (Greenwald and 
Schuh could not determine whether Jewish authors were overciting their 
Jewish colleagues or whether non-Jewish authors were overciting their 
non-Jewish colleagues, or both.)

Gender Prejudice
How pervasive is prejudice against women? In Module 13 we examined 
gender-role norms—people’s ideas about how women and men ought 
to behave. Here we consider gender stereotypes—people’s beliefs about 
how women and men do behave. Norms are prescriptive; stereotypes are 
descriptive.

Gender Stereotypes
From research on stereotypes, two conclusions are indisputable: Strong 
gender stereotypes exist, and, as often happens, members of the stereo-
typed group accept the stereotypes. Men and women agree that you can 
judge the book by its sexual cover. In one survey, Mary Jackman and 
Mary Senter (1981) found that gender stereotypes were much stronger 
than racial stereotypes. For example, only 22 percent of men thought the 
two sexes equally “emotional.” Of the remaining 78 percent, those who 
believed females were more emotional outnumbered those who thought 
males were by 15 to 1. And what did the women believe? To within 1 per-
centage point, their responses were identical.
 Remember that stereotypes are generalizations about a group of 
people and may be true, false, or overgeneralized from a kernel of truth. 
In Module 13 we noted that the average man and woman do differ some-
what in social connectedness, empathy, social power, aggressiveness, and 
sexual initiative (though not in intelligence). Do we then conclude that 

mye35171_ch22_243-256.indd Page 252  26/11/10  8:11 AM user-f494mye35171_ch22_243-256.indd Page 252  26/11/10  8:11 AM user-f494/208/MHSF219/myr35171_disk1of1/0078035171/myr35171_pagefiles/208/MHSF219/myr35171_disk1of1/0078035171/myr35171_pagefiles

www.downloadslide.com

http://www.downloadslide.com


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 MODULE 22 THE REACH OF PREJUDICE 253

gender stereotypes are accurate? Sometimes stereotypes exaggerate dif-
ferences. But not always, observed Janet Swim (1994). She found that 
Pennsylvania State University students’ stereotypes of men’s and wom-
en’s restlessness, nonverbal sensitivity, aggressiveness, and so forth were 
reasonable approximations of actual gender differences. Moreover, such 
stereotypes have persisted across time and culture. Averaging data from 
27 countries, John Williams and his colleagues (1999, 2000) found that 
folks everywhere perceive women as more agreeable, men as more out-
going. The persistence and omnipresence of gender stereotypes leads 
some evolutionary psychologists to believe they reflect innate, stable 
reality (Lueptow & others, 1995).
 Stereotypes (beliefs) are not prejudices (attitudes). Stereotypes may 
support prejudice. Yet one might believe, without prejudice, that men 
and women are “different yet equal.” Let’s therefore see how researchers 
probe for gender prejudice.

Sexism: Benevolent and Hostile
Judging from what people tell survey researchers, attitudes toward 
women have changed as rapidly as racial attitudes. As Figure 22-2 shows, 
the percent of Americans willing to vote for a female presidential candi-
date has roughly paralleled the increased percent willing to vote for a 
Black candidate. In 1967, 56 percent of first-year American college stu-
dents agreed that “the activities of married women are best confined to 
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FIGURE 22-2
Changing gender attitudes from 1958 to 2007. Source: Data from Gallup Polls 
(brain.gallup.com).
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254 PART FOUR SOCIAL RELATIONS

the home and family”; by 2002, only 22 percent agreed (Astin & others, 
1987; Sax & others, 2002). Thereafter, the question no longer seemed 
worth asking, and in 2008, conservatives cheered what they once would 
have questioned: the nomination of working mother-of-five Governor 
Sarah Palin as Republican vice presidential nominee.
 Alice Eagly and her associates (1991) and Geoffrey Haddock and 
Mark Zanna (1994) also report that people don’t respond to women with 
gut-level negative emotions as they do to certain other groups. Most 
people like women more than men. They perceive women as more under-
standing, kind, and helpful. A favorable stereotype, which Eagly (1994) 
dubs the women-are-wonderful effect, results in a favorable attitude.
 But gender attitudes often are ambivalent, report Peter Glick, Susan 
Fiske, and their colleagues (1996, 2007) from their surveys of 15,000 peo-
ple in 19 nations. They frequently mix a benevolent sexism (“Women 
have a superior moral sensibility”) with hostile sexism (“Once a man com-
mits, she puts him on a tight leash”).
 The distinction between “hostile” and “benevolent” sexism extends 
to other prejudices. We see other groups as competent or as likable, but 
often not as both. These two culturally universal dimensions of social 
perception—likability (warmth) and competence—were illustrated by 
one European’s comment that “Germans love Italians, but don’t admire 
them. Italians admire Germans, but don’t love them” (Cuddy & others, 
2009). We typically respect the competence of those high in status and 
like those who agreeably accept a lower status.

Gender Discrimination
Being male isn’t all roses. Compared with women, men are three times 
more likely to commit suicide and be murdered. They are nearly all the 
battlefield and death row casualties. They die five years sooner. And 
males represent the majority with mental retardation or autism, as well 
as students in special education programs (Baumeister, 2007; S. Pinker, 
2008).
 Is gender bias fast becoming extinct in Western countries? Has the 
women’s movement nearly completed its work? As with racial prejudice, 
blatant gender prejudice is dying, but subtle bias lives.
 One such bias can be seen in analysis of birth announcements 
 (Gonzalez & Koestner, 2005). Parents announce the birth of their baby 
boys with more pride than the birth of their baby girls. In contrast, they 
announce the birth of their baby girls with more happiness than the birth 
of their baby boys. It seems that even at birth, parents are already 
describing their boys in terms of status and their girls in terms of 
 relationships.
 In the world beyond democratic Western countries, gender discrim-
ination looms even larger. Two-thirds of the world’s unschooled chil-
dren are girls (United Nations, 1991). In some countries, discrimination 
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 MODULE 22 THE REACH OF PREJUDICE 255

extends to violence, even to being prosecuted for adultery after being 
raped or to being doused with kerosene and set ablaze by dissatisfied 
husbands (UN, 2006).
 But the biggest violence against women may occur prenatally. 
Around the world, people tend to prefer having baby boys. In the United 
States in 1941, 38 percent of expectant parents said they preferred a boy 
if they could have only one child; 24 percent preferred a girl; and 23 per-
cent said they had no preference. In 2003 the answers were virtually 
unchanged with 38 percent still preferring a boy (Lyons, 2003; Simmons, 
2000). With the widespread use of ultrasound to determine the sex of a 
fetus and the growing availability of abortion, these preferences are 
affecting the number of boys and girls. A recent census in China revealed 
118 newborn boys for every 100 girls—leading to projections of a surplus 
of 40 million males unable to find mates (AP, 2007a). Such unbalanced 
sex ratios historically have had social consequences, with a male excess 
(as in frontier towns, immigrant ghettos, and mining camps) predicting 
more traditional gender roles and higher violence rates (Guttentag & 
Secord, 1983; Hvistendahl, 2008). Similar imbalances exist in Taiwan (119 
boys to 100 girls), Singapore (118 to 100), and parts of India (120 to 100). 
The net result is tens of millions of “missing women.”
 To conclude, overt prejudice against people of color and against 
women is far less common today than it was in the mid-twentieth 

Gender prejudice gets expressed subtly. © The New Yorker Collection, 1981, 
Dean Vietor, from cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved.
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256 PART FOUR SOCIAL RELATIONS

century. Nevertheless, techniques that are sensitive to subtle prejudice 
still detect widespread bias. And in parts of the world, gender preju-
dice makes for misery. Therefore, we need to look carefully and closely 
at the social, emotional, and cognitive sources of prejudice.

CONCEPTS TO REMEMBER

prejudice A preconceived nega-
tive judgment of a group and 
its individual members.

stereotype A belief about the per-
sonal attributes of a group of 
people. Stereotypes are some-
times overgeneralized, inaccu-
rate, and resistant to new 
information.

discrimination Unjustified nega-
tive behavior toward a group 
or its members.

racism (1) An individual’s preju-
dicial attitudes and discrimi-

natory behavior toward 
people of a given race, or 
(2) institutional practices 
(even if not motivated by 
prejudice) that subordinate 
people of a given race.

sexism (1) An individual’s preju-
dicial attitudes and discrimi-
natory behavior toward 
people of a given sex, or 
(2) institutional practices 
(even if not motivated by 
prejudice) that subordinate 
people of a given sex.
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MODULE

23
❖

The Roots of Prejudice

Prejudice springs from several sources. It may arise from differences 
in social status and people’s desires to justify and maintain those 
differences. It may also be learned from our parents as we are 

socialized about what differences matter between people. Our social 
institutions, too, may function to maintain and support prejudice. Con-
sider first how prejudice can function to defend self-esteem and social 
position.

SOCIAL SOURCES OF PREJUDICE 

Unequal Status
A principle to remember: Unequal status breeds prejudice. Masters view 
slaves as lazy, irresponsible, lacking ambition—as having just those traits 
that justify the slavery. Historians debate the forces that create unequal 
status. But once those inequalities exist, prejudice helps justify the eco-
nomic and social superiority of those who have wealth and power. Tell 
me the economic relationship between two groups and I’ll predict the 
intergroup attitudes.
 Historical examples abound. Where slavery was practiced, prejudice 
ran strong. Nineteenth-century politicians justified imperial expansion 
by describing exploited colonized people as “inferior,” “requiring protec-
tion,” and a “burden” to be borne (G. W. Allport, 1958, pp. 204–205). 
Six  decades ago, sociologist Helen Mayer Hacker (1951) noted how 
 stereotypes of Blacks and women helped rationalize the inferior status 
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258 PART FOUR SOCIAL RELATIONS

of each: Many people thought both groups were mentally slow, emo-
tional and primitive, and “contented” with their subordinate role. Blacks 
were “inferior”; women were “weak.” Blacks were all right in their place; 
women’s place was in the home.
 Theresa Vescio and her colleagues (2005) tested that reasoning. They 
found that powerful men who stereotype their female subordinates give 
them plenty of praise, but fewer resources, thus undermining their per-
formance. This sort of patronizing allows the men to maintain their posi-
tions of power. In the laboratory, too, patronizing benevolent sexism 
(statements implying that women, as the weaker sex, need support) 
has  undermined women’s cognitive performance by planting intrusive 
thoughts—self-doubts, preoccupations, and decreased self-esteem (Dardenne 
& others, 2007).

Socialization
Prejudice springs from unequal status and from other social sources, 
including our acquired values and attitudes. The influence of family 
socialization appears in children’s prejudices, which often mirror those 
perceived in their mothers (Castelli & others, 2007). Even children’s 
implicit racial attitudes reflect their parents’ explicit prejudice (Sinclair & 
others, 2004). Our families and cultures pass on all kinds of information—
how to find mates, drive cars, and divide the household labors, and 
whom to distrust and dislike.

The Authoritarian Personality
In the 1940s, University of California, Berkeley researchers—two of whom 
had fled Nazi Germany—set out on an urgent research mission: to 
uncover the psychological roots of an anti-Semitism so poisonous that it 
caused the slaughter of millions of Jews and turned many millions of 
Europeans into indifferent spectators. In studies of American adults, 
Theodor Adorno and his colleagues (1950) discovered that hostility 
toward Jews often coexisted with hostility toward other minorities. In those 
who were strongly prejudiced, prejudice appeared to be not specific to 
one group but an entire way of thinking about those who are “different.” 
Moreover, these judgmental, ethnocentric people shared certain tenden-
cies: an intolerance for weakness, a punitive attitude, and a submissive 
respect for their ingroup’s authorities, as reflected in their agreement 
with such statements as “Obedience and respect for authority are the 
most important virtues children should learn.” From those findings, 
Adorno and his colleagues (1950) theorized an authoritarian personality 
that is particularly prone to engage in prejudice and stereotyping.
 Inquiry into authoritarian people’s early lives revealed that, as 
 children, they often faced harsh discipline. That supposedly led them 
to  repress their hostilities and impulses and to “project” them onto 
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 MODULE 23 THE ROOTS OF PREJUDICE 259

 outgroups. The insecurity of authoritarian children seemed to predis-
pose them toward an excessive concern with power and status and an 
inflexible right-wrong way of thinking that made ambiguity difficult to 
tolerate. Such people therefore tended to be submissive to those with 
power over them and aggressive or punitive toward those whom they 
considered beneath them.
 Scholars criticized the research for focusing on right-wing authori-
tarianism and overlooking dogmatic authoritarianism of the left. Still, its 
main conclusion has survived: Authoritarian tendencies, sometimes 
reflected in ethnic tensions, surge during threatening times of economic 
recession and social upheaval (Doty & others, 1991; Sales, 1973). Moreover, 
different forms of prejudice—toward Blacks, gays and lesbians, women, 
Muslims, immigrants, the homeless—do tend to coexist in the same indi-
viduals (Zick & others, 2008).

Religion and Prejudice
Those who benefit from social inequalities while avowing that “all are 
created equal” need to justify keeping things the way they are. What 
could be a more powerful justification than to believe that God has 
ordained the existing social order? For all sorts of cruel deeds, noted 
William James, “piety is the mask” (1902, p. 264).
 In almost every country, leaders invoke religion to sanctify the pres-
ent order. The use of religion to support injustice helps explain a consis-
tent pair of findings concerning North American Christianity: (1) church 
members express more racial prejudice than nonmembers, and (2) those 
professing traditional or fundamentalist Christian beliefs express more 
prejudice than those professing more progressive beliefs (Altemeyer & 
Hunsberger, 1992; Batson & others, 1993; Woodberry & Smith, 1998). This 
makes us wonder: Does fundamentalist religion cause prejudice? Does 
prejudice drive people to fundamentalist religion? Or are both the result 
of an underlying factor, such as less education?
 If religion causes prejudice, then more religious church members 
should also be more prejudiced. But three other findings consistently 
indicate otherwise.

• Among church members, faithful church attenders were, in 24 out 
of 26 comparisons, less prejudiced than occasional attenders 
(Batson & Ventis, 1982).

• Gordon Allport and Michael Ross (1967) found that those for 
whom religion is an end in itself (those who agree, for example, 
with the statement “My religious beliefs are what really lie 
behind my whole approach to life”) express less prejudice than 
those for whom religion is more a means to other ends (who 
agree “A primary reason for my interest in religion is that my 
church is a congenial social activity”).
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260 PART FOUR SOCIAL RELATIONS

• Protestant ministers and Roman Catholic priests gave more 
 support to the civil rights movement than did laypeople  (Fichter, 
1968; Hadden, 1969). In Germany, 45 percent of clergy in 1934 
had aligned themselves with the Confessing Church, which was 
organized to oppose the Nazi regime (Reed, 1989).

 What, then, is the relationship between religion and prejudice? The 
answer we get depends on how we ask the question. If we define reli-
giousness as church membership or willingness to agree at least super-
ficially with traditional beliefs, then the more religious people are the 
more racially prejudiced. Bigots often rationalize bigotry with religion. 
But if we assess depth of religious commitment in any of several other 
ways, then the very devout are less prejudiced—hence the religious roots 
of the modern civil rights movement, among whose leaders were many 
ministers and priests. It was Thomas Clarkson and William Wilberforce’s 
faith-inspired values (“Love your neighbor as yourself”) that, two cen-
turies ago, motivated their successful campaign to end the British 
Empire’s slave trade and the practice of slavery. As Gordon Allport con-
cluded, “The role of religion is paradoxical. It makes prejudice and it 
unmakes prejudice” (1958, p. 413). Jonathan Swift had a similar idea in 
his 1706 Thoughts on Various Subjects: “We have just enough religion to 
make us hate, but not enough to make us love one another.”

Conformity
Once established, prejudice is maintained largely by inertia. If prejudice 
is socially accepted, many people will follow the path of least resistance 
and conform to the fashion. They will act not so much out of a need to 
hate as out of a need to be liked and accepted. Thus, people become 
more likely to favor (or oppose) discrimination after hearing someone 
else do so, and they are less supportive of women after hearing sexist 
humor (Ford & others, 2008; Zitek & Hebl, 2007).
 Thomas Pettigrew’s (1958) studies of Whites in South Africa and the 
American South revealed that during the 1950s, those who conformed 
most to other social norms were also most prejudiced; those who were 
less conforming mirrored less of the surrounding prejudice. The price of 
nonconformity was painfully clear to the ministers of Little Rock, Arkansas, 
where the U.S. Supreme Court’s 1954 school desegregation decision was 
implemented. Most ministers privately favored integration but feared 
that advocating it openly would decrease membership and financial con-
tributions (Campbell & Pettigrew, 1959).
 Conformity also maintains gender prejudice. “If we have come to 
think that the nursery and the kitchen are the natural sphere of a woman,” 
wrote George Bernard Shaw in an 1891 essay, “we have done so exactly 
as English children come to think that a cage is the natural sphere of a 
parrot—because they have never seen one anywhere else.” Children who 
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 MODULE 23 THE ROOTS OF PREJUDICE 261

have seen women elsewhere—children of employed women—have less 
stereotyped views of men and women (Hoffman, 1977).
 In all this, there is a message of hope. If prejudice is not deeply 
ingrained in personality, then as fashions change and new norms evolve, 
prejudice can diminish. And so it has.

MOTIVATIONAL SOURCES OF PREJUDICE

Prejudice may be bred by social situations, but motivation underlies both 
the hostilities of prejudice and the desire to be unbiased. Frustration can 
feed prejudice, as can the desire to see one’s group as superior. But at 
times, people are also motivated to avoid prejudice.

Frustration and Aggression: The Scapegoat 
Theory
Frustration (the blocking of a goal) often evokes hostility. When the cause 
of our frustration is intimidating or unknown, we often redirect our hos-
tility. This phenomenon of “displaced aggression” may have contributed 
to the lynchings of African Americans in the South after the Civil War. 
Between 1882 and 1930, more lynchings occurred in years when cotton 
prices were low and economic frustration was therefore presumably high 
(Hepworth & West, 1988; Hovland & Sears, 1940). Hate crimes seem not 
to have fluctuated with unemployment in recent decades (Green & oth-
ers, 1998). However, when living standards are rising, societies tend to 
be more open to diversity and to the passage and enforcement of anti-
discrimination laws (Frank, 1999). Ethnic peace is easier to maintain dur-
ing prosperous times.
 Targets for displaced aggression vary. Following their defeat in 
World War I and their country’s subsequent economic chaos, many 
 Germans saw Jews as villains. Long before Hitler came to power, one 
German leader explained: “The Jew is just convenient. . . . If there were 
no Jews, the anti-Semites would have to invent them” (quoted by G. W. 
Allport, 1958, p. 325). In earlier centuries people vented their fear and 
hostility on witches, whom they sometimes burned or drowned in pub-
lic. In our time, it was those Americans who felt more anger than fear 
after the 9/11 attack who expressed greater intolerance toward immi-
grants and Middle Easterners (Skitka & others, 2004). Passions provoke 
prejudice.
 Competition is an important source of frustration that can fuel prej-
udice. When two groups compete for jobs, housing, or social prestige, 
one group’s goal fulfillment can become the other group’s frustration. 
Thus, the realistic group conflict theory suggests that prejudice arises 
when groups compete for scarce resources (Maddux & others, 2008; Riek 
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262 PART FOUR SOCIAL RELATIONS

& others, 2006; Sassenberg & others, 2007). A corresponding ecological 
principle, Gause’s law, states that maximum competition will exist 
between species with identical needs.
 In Western Europe, for example, some people agree that “Over the 
last five years people like yourself have been economically worse off 
than most [name of country’s minority group].” These frustrated people 
also express relatively high levels of blatant prejudice (Pettigrew & 
Meertens, 1995; Pettigrew & others, 2008). In Canada, opposition to 
immigration since 1975 has gone up and down with the unemployment 
rate (Palmer, 1996). In the United States, concerns about immigrants tak-
ing jobs are greatest among those with the lowest incomes (AP/Ipsos, 
2006; Pew, 2006). When interests clash, prejudice may be the result.

Social Identity Theory: Feeling Superior 
to Others
Humans are a group-bound species. Our ancestral history prepares us 
to feed and protect ourselves—to live—in groups. Humans cheer for 
their groups, kill for their groups, die for their groups. Not surprisingly, 
we also define ourselves by our groups, note Australian social psychol-
ogists John Turner (1981, 2001, 2004), Michael Hogg (1992, 2006, 2008), 
and their colleagues. Self-concept—our sense of who we are—contains 
not just a personal identity (our sense of our personal attributes and atti-
tudes) but also a social identity (Chen & others, 2006). Fiona identifies 
herself as a woman, an Aussie, a Labourite, a University of New South 
Wales student, a member of the MacDonald family. We carry such social 
identities like playing cards, playing them when appropriate. Prime 
American students to think of themselves as “Americans” and they will 
display heightened anger and disrespect toward Muslims; prime their 
“student” identity and they will instead display heightened anger toward 
police (Ray & others, 2008).
 Working with the late British social psychologist Henri Tajfel, a Pol-
ish native who lost family and friends in the Holocaust and then devoted 
much of his career to studying ethnic hatred, Turner proposed social 
identity theory. Turner and Tajfel observed the following:

• We categorize: We find it useful to put people, ourselves 
included, into categories. To label someone as a Hindu, a Scot, 
or a bus driver is a shorthand way of saying some other things 
about the person.

• We identify: We associate ourselves with certain groups (our 
ingroups), and gain self-esteem by doing so.

• We compare: We contrast our groups with other groups (out-
groups), with a favorable bias toward our own group.
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