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B E N I G N B I G O T R Y

While overt prejudice is now much less prevalent than in decades past,

subtle prejudice – prejudice that is inconspicuous, indirect, and often

unconscious – continues to pervade our society. Laws do not protect

against subtle prejudice and, because of its covert nature, it is difficult to

observe, and frequently goes undetected by both perpetrator and victim.

Benign Bigotry uses a fresh, original format to examine subtle prejudice by

addressing six commonly held cultural myths based on assumptions that

appear harmless but actually foster discrimination: “those people all look

alike”; “they must be guilty of something”; “feminists are man-haters”;

“gays flaunt their sexuality”; “I’m not a racist, I’m colorblind” and

“affirmative action is reverse racism.” Kristin J. Anderson skillfully

relates each of these myths to real-world events, emphasizes how errors

in individual thinking can affect society at large, and suggests strategies for

reducing prejudice in daily life.

kristin j . anderson is Associate Professor of Psychology in the Social

Sciences Department at the University of Houston-Downtown. She

teaches college courses on prejudice, discrimination, and stereotyping,

and her work has been published in many academic journals including

Developmental Psychology, Journal of Language and Social Psychology,

Sex Roles, and Journal of Latinos and Education.
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introduction

The changing place of prejudice:
a migration underground

The secret life of subtle prejudice

You used to be able to spot them a mile away. Bigots. If they weren’t

wearing white hoods, you could count on their willingness to identify

themselves in conversation by their unabashed use of racial epithets

and sexist stereotypes. They were the co-workers telling homophobic

jokes in the break room. They were the people who insisted that a

woman could never be president because her pre-menstrual syn-

drome might one day lead to nuclear war. Bigots – loud and proud

and easy to recognize from their behavior and conversation. The

bigot was able to find justification and comfort in a deeply rooted set

of ideas supported by prejudice at cultural and institutional levels.

Regardless of the precise stereotypes, people of color, women, poor

people, and sexual minorities have historically been represented as

genetically inferior. Since the 1950s, academics, activists, and policy-

makers have made serious efforts to focus on social and political condi-

tions, and to challenge the very concept of a biological basis of “race.”1

The sixties and seventies saw massive social movements advocating

civil rights, feminism, and gay liberation. There have been distinctive

shifts that indicate a greater willingness to understand the shaping
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role of environmental factors, to explore differences without always

assuming deficits, and at least to pretend to value egalitarianism and

equal opportunity. As biological and social sciences have challenged

claims regarding the biological basis of human differentiation, legisla-

tive (e.g. Brown vs. Board of Education) and cultural transformations

have made overt racism, sexism, and homophobia less socially accept-

able. Many individuals now acknowledge that prejudice has had

devastating consequences, but they also believe that prejudice is

largely a thing of the past.

That overt and conspicuous bigotry has decreased is supported by

research. In the United Kingdom, in 1987, 75% of people polled

expressed the view that homosexuality was always or mostly wrong.

By 2008, only 32% expressed this view.2 In 1989, a third of British

men agreed with the statement, “A man’s job is to earn money; a

woman’s job is to look after the home and family.” By 2008, agreement

with that statement had dropped to 17%.3 In the early 1960s, only

one third of white Americans believed that blacks and whites

should be allowed by law to marry one other. By 1995, four of every

five whites believed they should be.4 Are such changes in reported

attitudes reflecting heartfelt beliefs or is this surface reporting?

Susan Fiske5 observes that the more public the arena, and the more

abstract the principle, the more marked the change in attitudes

toward tolerance. For instance, in the United States, 68% of

respondents endorsed racial segregation in schools in the 1940s

and only 4% endorsed it by 1995. This sounds like tremendous

progress. But while most white Americans now report being willing

to live next door to a black family, 70% report that they would

move away if blacks came into their neighborhood in “great

numbers.” Whites appear, then, to be more supportive of equal

rights in principle than of equal rights in practice. When commit-

ment is required to perform specific actions involving their own

lives and the status of their own group, they are much less receptive

to the idea of equality. For example, only about 15% of whites
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believe that the government should help African Americans

improve their living standards because of past discrimination.

Among Britons, a substantial number of people think that equal

opportunity measures for blacks and Asians have “gone too far.”6

On the one hand, overt bigotry appears to have decreased, but on

the other hand, people are not necessarily willing to give up their own

privileged status. Dominant groups appear increasingly tolerant, but

when it comes to sacrificing some of their own comfort or endorsing

government assistance for subordinate groups, they are disinclined

to favor these remedies. In terms of racial and ethnic attitudes, it

appears, then, that whites’ attitudes toward ethnic minorities in the

early part of the twenty-first century are ambivalent and consist of

both positive and negative elements. There is a consensus among

social scientists that prejudice has changed in the last several

decades. The number of individuals reporting prejudiced attitudes

has decreased. At the same time, the location of prejudice has

changed; it now resides underground, in a subtler form. This change

of location in social space can manifest in a discrepancy between

what people report and how they behave. Angela Davis7 talks about

the migration of racism. “It moves, it travels, it migrates, and it

transmutes itself.”8 Her analysis of the ability of racism to change

its form and location can apply to other forms of prejudice as well.

It is this changing place of prejudice that is examined in this book.

Benign bigotry: an introduction to the harm

of subtle prejudice

Given the changing nature of prejudice and its often covert and

unconscious forms, how do we go about studying it? How do we

make subtle prejudice visible, and how do we reveal its effects? This

book examines various manifestations of subtle prejudice. This

analysis harnesses the power of social psychological theory and

research to explain common, everyday manifestations of subtle
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prejudice and deconstructs the myths created to maintain these

attitudes. I will use benign bigotry as an umbrella term to describe

subtle prejudice – prejudices that are automatic, covert, often

unconscious, unintentional, and sometimes undetectable by the

target. The term is not intended to suggest that the subtle forms

of bigotry described in this book are less harmful than other forms.

They are not. In fact, benign bigotry is extremely harmful because it

is insidious. With an understanding of benign bigotry comes the

recognition that behaviors and attitudes may appear harmless and

even positive, when they represent only a shift in the salience, not

the strength, of prejudice. In the remaining pages of this introduc-

tion, I discuss some of the technical and analytical ways by which

social psychologists examine subtle forms of prejudice. Some of this

research focuses on one particular kind of bigotry and some applies

to various myths and faulty assumptions. The introduction ends

with a discussion about the scope of this book.

Because of the changing place of prejudice, social psychologists

now distinguish between explicit and implicit prejudice.9 Explicit

prejudice is a set of feelings about others that are consciously

accessible, seemingly controllable, and self-reported. Racism based

on explicit prejudice is referred to as old-fashioned or overt racism.

Implicit prejudice may or may not be consciously accessible, and

may be difficult or impossible to control. Implicit prejudice is

believed to be a consequence of years of exposure to associations

in the environment, it tends to be impervious to conscious control,

and it is relatively stable. Racism based on implicit prejudice has

various names: subtle, covert, modern, ambivalent, or aversive. Because

prejudice has changed, we can no longer detect its presence simply

by interviewing people and asking whether or not they dislike

certain groups. Most people would not admit to being prejudiced

nowadays and many of them truly believe they are not prejudiced.

This subtle form of prejudice is often studied by capturing the

difference between overt self-reports of attitudes and results

4 • Benign Bigotry



obtained using more covert measures in which research participants

are unaware that their prejudice is being studied.

Scholars in any of the social sciences may study prejudice and

bigotry but it is my contention that social psychologists are well

positioned to study subtle forms of prejudice because they, more

than those in other disciplines, rely on the experimental method.

The experimental method allows the researcher to recreate real-life

settings through controlled situations in which measures of pre-

judice can be taken without the research participant realizing that

prejudice is being examined. For instance, a personnel manager

might be asked to evaluate resumes of job candidates. The manager

is asked to carefully review the applications and to decide whether

or not each candidate should be hired. Unbeknownst to the

manager, the resumes have been manipulated so that some of the

resumes have women’s names at the top, while others have men’s.

The candidates’ qualifications are equivalent in the two sets. How

qualified is each applicant? Research finds that the answer to that

question depends on whether the evaluator believes the applicant to

be a woman or a man. Do evaluators have any idea sexism is being

measured? Probably not. Do they believe they are discriminatory?

Probably not.

Another way to study subtle prejudice using the experimental

method is to set up a situation in which respondents can be given

the option of responding without appearing that they are actually

biased. John Dovidio and Samuel Gaertner’s10 research compares

people’s tendency to express old-fashioned (overt) racism and what

they describe as aversive (subtle, ambivalent) racism. They surveyed

two sets of white students from the US: one group in 1989 and the

second in 1999. In the first phase of the study, they asked students

about their racial attitudes (the overt measure). Students responded

to statements such as: “Blacks shouldn’t push themselves where they are

not wanted,” and “I would probably feel somewhat self-conscious dancing

with a black person in a public place.” Later, in the second phase of
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the experiment, students were asked to select applicants for a peer

counseling program, using interview excerpts as the basis for their

choices. The information was manipulated such that the job can-

didate was either African American or white, and had one of three

types of qualifications: clearly strong, ambiguous, or clearly weak.

Students were asked whether or not they would recommend each

job candidate, and how strongly. Note that, from the student

raters’ point of view, there was nothing about this procedure that

would suggest the students’ prejudice was being measured, except

at the earlier and seemingly disconnected phase of the experiment.

Dovidio and Gaertner hypothesized that, due to the continued

emphasis in the US on egalitarian values, the general trend toward

the expression of less prejudiced attitudes would be reflected from

the earlier sample to the later one. They predicted that over the

ten-year testing period, students’ overt attitudes about African

Americans would become more tolerant. They also speculated that

bias in favor of whites and against African Americans would still

appear in the subtler measure of assessing job candidate qualifica-

tions. Their hypotheses were borne out in their results. Students

surveyed in 1999 had lower overt prejudice scores than did those

surveyed in 1989. In terms of the students’ ratings of job candidates,

an interesting pattern emerged that is consistent with the notion

of subtle prejudice. There were no differences in the recommenda-

tions for black and white candidates who had strong and weak

qualifications – clearly qualified black and white students were

recommended for hire, while clearly unqualified black and white

candidates were not. However, black candidates with ambiguous

qualifications were recommended less often than were whites with

ambiguous qualifications. When a white job candidate’s qualifica-

tions were ambiguous, students rated the candidates as if their quali-

fications were strong, whereas when a black candidate’s qualifications

were ambiguous, they rated the candidates as if they were weak. Thus

whites seem to have been given the benefit of the doubt by other
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whites, a benefit not extended to African Americans. Dovidio and

Gaertner write:

Because [subtle] racists consciously recognize and endorse egalitarian

values, they will not discriminate in situations in which they

recognize that discrimination would be obvious to others and

themselves . . . However, because aversive racists do possess negative

feelings, often unconsciously, discrimination occurs when bias is

not obvious or can be rationalized on the basis of some factor other

than race. (p. 315)

So, although the students in the 1999 study reported less overt

prejudice, they manifested subtle prejudice through the differential

treatment of black and white candidates who had ambiguous

qualifications. The fact that the discrimination against black can-

didates and favoritism of white candidates only took place when

the applicants had ambiguous qualifications is significant because,

in real life, many people’s qualifications are not clearly outstanding

or clearly deficient. Most individuals fall in the middle. Comedian

Chris Rock agrees that most Americans are average, and points

out that “average” has different consequences depending on one’s

race:

Now when you go to a class there are 30 kids in the class: 5 smart,

5 dumb and the rest they’re in the middle. And that’s just all America

is: a nation in the middle, a nation of B and C students . . . [A] black

C student can’t even be the manager at Burger King. Meanwhile the

white C student just happens to be the President of the United

States of America!11

Chris Rock is referring to the widely known fact that the President

of the United States at the time, George W. Bush, was a margin-

ally good student. This observation is borne out in Dovidio and

Gaertner’s findings – subtle prejudice often operates in ambiguous

conditions in which there is a lot of room for idiosyncratic inter-

pretation. When a white person’s qualifications are ambiguous,

people tend to elevate that person, whereas when a black person’s
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qualifications are ambiguous, people tend to devalue that person.

Many of the examples in this book deal with applications for

employment because the consequences of benign bigotry affect

people’s livelihood and their ability to work and earn income.

Subtle prejudice can also be measured using physiological

measures – comparing what participants say (an explicit measure)

with physiological measures (e.g. changes in heart rate, sweating)

indicative of how they feel (implicit measures). The implicit

measure that has received the most attention since the mid

1990s is the Implicit Association Test (IAT). The IAT measures

the strength of association between mental constructs.12 This

computer-based task is essentially a sorting task during which the

participant combines people, objects, or symbols with evaluative

statements. For instance, a typical IAT on race would have

the participant sort white faces and black faces and sort “Good”

(e.g. paradise) and “Bad” (e.g. abuse) words at a fast pace. The ease

(speed) with which one can sort black faces using the same

response (a key press) as for “Good” or for “Bad” words is compared

to the ease with which one can sort white faces sharing the same

response as “Good” or “Bad” words. This speed reflects the strength

of associative links between blacks and goodness/badness and

between whites and goodness/badness. Whites tend to sort faces

more quickly if white faces are aligned with “good” words and

black faces aligned with “bad.”13 This means that whites react

more quickly when the prompt matches the dominant stereotype

and react more slowly if the association challenges the stereotype.

Studies tend to find a discrepancy between results on the IAT, an

implicit measure of attitudes, and responses from self-report

surveys, which capture explicit measures of attitudes. This discrep-

ancy suggests that the implicit responses from the IAT reveal one’s

unguarded, actual attitudes whereas responses from explicit

measures reflect one’s attitudes filtered through impression

management.
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Sources of subtle prejudice

Where does subtle prejudice come from? It comes from an internal

conflict in people who want to comply with their non-prejudiced

ideals, but who are still affected by the stereotypes about groups

in the culture that surrounds them. Prejudiced values and ideas

originate from many sources and influences. Prejudiced attitudes

can come from the media, from growing up in a prejudiced familial

environment, and from not having much contact with people

different from oneself. Because of norms against prejudice and

anti-discrimination legislation (in many cases it is illegal to dis-

criminate), many people’s prejudices take on hidden and sometimes

unconscious forms. Subtle racism, for instance, is different in

significant ways from old-fashioned racism. Old-fashioned racism

might produce beliefs articulated as: “Blacks are lazy,” or “Blacks

are stupid.” Differently phrased, but no less pernicious, subtle racism

produces statements that disguise prejudice, sometimes even from

the speaker. “I don’t have anything against blacks,” one might say,

“but this particular applicant is not a good fit for our company.”

Features of subtle prejudice

What are the features of subtle prejudice? First, subtle prejudice

tends to be automatic, covert, unconscious, ambiguous, ambivalent

and often unintentional. As will be demonstrated throughout

this book, prejudice isn’t merely antipathy toward a given group.

The content of many prejudices consists of both negative and

positive attributes. Unfortunately, “positive” attributes often func-

tion to perpetuate a target group’s subordination in that the target

is perceived as incompetent or in need of protection. It is the

ambivalent feelings and subtle behaviors that explain, for instance,

how it happens that one member of a minority group is discrimin-

ated against in a workplace while another is not. Subtle prejudice
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also tends to manifest in ambiguous conditions, as was demon-

strated in the evaluation of applicants with mixed qualifications

in the Dovidio and Gaertner study described above.

Second, unlike the extreme and overt prejudice of hate group

members, subtle prejudice is not assumed to be the result of indi-

vidual psychopathology but rather of the collision of two processes:

normal cognitive processes, such as shortcuts in thinking and hasty

generalizations, and the influence of sociocultural and historical

processes, such as laws and policies that relegate certain groups to

low status (e.g. laws prohibiting same-sex marriage). This is not to

imply that prejudice is normal or that those who are prejudiced

cannot help themselves and are therefore excused from self-

examination. It does mean that categorizing and generalizing are

part of our cognitive make-up – we all make generalizations

that simplify our social worlds. However, what we generalize, who

we categorize, and the content of our stereotypes can be modified

and changed, and certainly should be modified and changed in the

case of prejudice and discrimination.

Third, most people go out of their way to appear non-prejudiced –

to themselves and to others; in many cases they truly believe they

are not prejudiced. These three features make subtle prejudice

insidious because they cause it to be widespread, normalized,

resistant to change, and difficult for both the perpetrators and

the targets to detect. The work on subtle bias suggests that, while

we still find evidence of overt prejudice in people, these more

contemporary forms of prejudice may account for the persistence

of disparities in society.

Schemas and prejudice

It is clear that all of us categorize people, objects, and events. All of

us, regardless of where we live or how much money we earn, create

schemas, mental frameworks of beliefs, feelings, and assumptions
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about people, groups, and objects. Schemas help us make sense of

the world. We incorporate new information into already existing

schemas so that we do not have to treat all new information

as though it is totally unfamiliar, requiring slow, deliberate, and

thorough examination. Schemas, the foundation for assumptions,

help us interpret our world and organize new information. When

applied to categorization of people, schemas often manifest as

stereotypes. Schemas work as filters that help us determine what

aspects of a person or object are important to observe carefully and

what can be disregarded, thus minimizing the drain on cognitive

resources. They affect what we pay attention to and what we will

remember later.

Power and prejudice

All of us create and utilize these cognitive structures to help us

make sense of the world. Prejudice, however, including seemingly

benign bigotry, necessarily involves power. Power, in addition to

privilege, interacts with schemas to produce benign bigotry.

Although both powerful and powerless people can be prejudiced,

the prejudice of the powerful is more consequential. In terms of

an organization, the prejudice of CEOs and middle managers can

affect who gets hired, promoted, and fired. If receptionists in that

same organization have prejudices, their prejudices will affect

fewer people and have less of an impact.14 On a national scale,

the prejudices of presidents, Supreme Court justices, and law-

makers reverberate through a society in a way that the prejudice

of a factory worker does not. In addition, individual prejudices

that tap into common stereotypes are reinforced in the media and

have more staying power. Another hallmark of power and prejudice

is the tendency for the powerful to harbor prejudiced attitudes

toward the powerless and to see their lack of power as having been

caused by some deficiencies in their characters.15 So one thing to
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keep in mind about prejudice, stereotyping, and discrimination is,

Who is doing it?

Throughout this book, in addition to referring to majority and

minority groups, I will also use the terms high status and low status

groups, and dominant and subordinate groups, to refer to groups with

more or with less access to resources, power, and privilege in a

society, regardless of actual group size. For instance, women are

the numerical gender majority; however, they are a subordinate

group because they lack power, resources, and status, relative to

men. Those in power have more influence over their own lives and

the lives of those immediately around them, but they also have

more influence over cultural messages about who is valued and who

is not, and who is considered normal and who is considered deviant.

Racism, as an example, is based on a system involving cultural

messages and institutional policies and practices, as well as the

beliefs and actions of individuals. Racist ideas are also supported

by decades, even centuries, of historical trends, laws, and policies

that support them.

Beverly Daniel Tatum defines cultural racism as the images

and messages in a culture that affirm the assumed superiority of

white people and the assumed inferiority of people of color. Tatum

uses a metaphor that equates cultural racism to smog in the air.

“Sometimes it is so thick it is visible, other times it is less apparent,

but always, day in and day out, we are breathing it in. None of us

would introduce ourselves as ‘smog-breathers’ (and most of us don’t

want to be described as prejudiced), but if we live in a smoggy place,

how can we avoid breathing the air?”16 Tatum’s point is that while

many individuals may not feel prejudiced, or believe they do not

discriminate, everyone is involved in prejudice. We all see the same

cultural messages about high status and low status groups, whether

by viewing television, using the Internet, or being subjected to

discriminatory laws and Supreme Court decisions. None of us can

disengage from racism, sexism, heterosexism, and classism. All of us
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are part of a system that values certain groups and devalues others.

Tatum illustrates the ongoing cycle of racism by using a metaphor

describing a moving walkway that you might see at an airport.

The overt or active racist, to use Tatum’s term, walks fast on the

conveyor belt, which is moved along with racist ideology. Subtle

racists, what Tatum terms passive racists, stand still on the moving

walkway, exerting no visible effort, but, nonetheless, the conveyor

belt moves them along in the same direction it moves active racists.

Some people will feel the movement of the conveyor belt under

their feet and choose to walk in the opposite direction, actively

working against racism. But unless they turn around and walk in the

opposite direction they are carried along with the others in racist

traditions and practices.

Benign Bigotry: The Psychology of Subtle Prejudice addresses six

commonly held cultural myths and faulty beliefs that are based on

assumptions that seem relatively benign but actually foster and

justify prejudice and discrimination. Each chapter provides a

detailed discussion and dismantling of one of the six myths. Each

chapter includes references to real-world events that illustrate the

myth; examples in popular culture and politics; a discussion of the

myth and corresponding stereotypes associated with it; a presenta-

tion of the “facts” about the phenomenon via systematic research

studies (i.e. how and why the myth is believed); a discussion

highlighting real-life consequences; and, finally, recommendations

for the reduction of the beliefs that perpetuate the myth.

The first chapter, “Those people all look alike”: the myth of the

other, examines the tendency to erase individual differences in

people who are different from oneself. Social psychologists refer to

“they all look alike” thinking as the outgroup homogeneity effect,

and the chapter moves this concept from the laboratory to the

interpersonal, business, social, and political settings in which it is

experienced on a daily basis. The chapter begins with a description

of how, shortly after September 11, 2001, there was a dramatic
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increase in hate crimes in the US against Muslims, and against

those who were thought to be Muslims or Arabs. Anyone who

appeared “different” or from “over there” was a target, including

Sikhs and Persians. One result of treating all members of a category

as if they are the same is that they become interchangeable in

people’s minds. This phenomenon helps support, for example,

Americans conflating Osama bin Laden and Saddam Hussein in

the lead-up to the 2003 US invasion of Iraq. Americans saw little

difference between the two men, and because of this, the invasion

may have become more palatable. I also discuss how the they all look

alike phenomenon may have contributed to why many of the

Guantánamo Bay detainees were apparently captured by mistake.17

Also discussed in this chapter, both in terms of actual events and

systematic experimental research, is human categorization, and con-

cepts related to the outgroup homogeneity effect including ingroup

favoritism and outgroup derogation, the ultimate attribution error, the

linguistic intergroup bias, dehumanization, and scapegoating. Finally,

the chapter ends with strategies for change that are relevant to

the outgroup homogeneity effect. These include intergroup contact,

stereotype suppression, values confrontation, and the role of empathy in

prejudice reduction.

Chapter 2, “They must be guilty of something”: myths of crimin-

alization, takes aim at how individual thought processes such as

mental shortcuts, the formation of stereotypes, and internalized

cultural schemas interact to construct an assumption that those

who are accused of a criminal act are, in fact, guilty of something.

This thinking impacts criminal investigations, police interroga-

tions, suspect confessions, jury decision-making, views about the

death penalty, and ideas about individuals who have been falsely

convicted and later exonerated. Because of stereotypes about

African Americans and Latinos, this chapter necessarily discusses

real-life events and experimental evidence on racial and ethnic

bias in the criminal justice system as well as media coverage of
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crime. The chapter ends with strategies to reduce bias during

police investigations, defense strategies to minimize bias against

defendants, and suggestions for changes in policy.

Chapter 3, “Feminists are man-haters”: backlash mythmaking,

examines the popular belief that feminists dislike men. Relatively

few women describe themselves as feminists even when they sup-

port feminist ideology. This reluctance is due in large part to

women’s concern that, in doing so, they will be viewed as male-

bashers.18 Feminists are believed by some to be responsible for a

variety of social ills such as young men entering college at a lower

rate than young women19 and the supposed decline in “manliness”

in American culture.20 Chapter 3 examines people’s beliefs and

stereotypes about feminists as well as feminists’ actual beliefs and

attitudes. What does feminism actually critique and advocate? Do

feminists really dislike men more than do non-feminists? These

questions are examined through a review of the few empirical

studies that have looked at this issue. Rather than finding that

feminists dislike men, evidence suggests that non-feminists actually

feel more hostility toward men than do feminists. Why does the

myth of the feminist man-hater endure? This question is addressed

in the chapter, as are the questions of why feminism is vilified and

why there is cultural hostility toward strong, assertive, and

non-traditional women. Attempts to trivialize the feminist move-

ment are documented as well. Finally, strategies for change address

the possibility of modifying masculine gender roles, the positive

impact of gender and women’s studies courses, and changes in

workplace policies.

“Gays flaunt their sexuality”: the myth of hypersexuality, is

the popular belief explored in Chapter 4. The concepts of illusory

correlation and vividness are used to help elucidate why people tend

to “see” hypersexuality only in lesbians and gay men and not in

heterosexuals. Heterosexual privilege is discussed as it helps explain

why some groups are seen as normal, with behavior deemed as
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natural, while other groups are seen as foreign and deviant. In fact,

the same behavior that is criticized in homosexuals is celebrated and

expected in heterosexuals. Nonetheless, the belief that homosexuals

flaunt their sexuality impacts how lesbians, gay men, and bisexuals

are treated in their professional lives, whether or not they are viewed

as adequate parents, and whether or not anti-gay violence is pros-

ecuted. Strategies for change in Chapter 4 include the importance of

institutional support for lesbian and gay rights, the role of increased

contact and cooperation between gay and straight people as a

strategy to reduce prejudice, and the role that cognitive dissonance

can play in reducing homophobia and heterosexism.

Chapter 5, “I’m not a racist, I’m colorblind”: the myth of

neutrality, addresses the appeal of being racially colorblind in a

time of decreased overt prejudice and increasingly prevalent norms

of non-prejudice. In a multiracial society, is it possible, or even

desirable, to be colorblind? There have been many legal and policy

attempts at, for instance, “colorblind” admissions policies. Many

people believe that colorblindness is the key to ending discrimina-

tion, while others use colorblindness in a cynical attempt to

maintain white privilege and to pressure people of color into

assimilation. I examine the research on people’s ability not to

notice others’ race and ethnicity. What sort of political attitudes

are held by those who espouse colorblindness? Do they tend to be

racially tolerant, for instance? I also compare multicultural and

colorblind approaches to prejudice reduction. Chapter 5 includes

decategorization and recategorization as strategies to reduce prejudice.

Chapter 6, “Affirmative action is reverse-racism”: the myth of

merit, deals with the ever-controversial topic of affirmative action

in the United States. If you only consider media coverage of

affirmative action, you would probably believe that the typical

affirmative action program involves quotas and that unquali-

fied women and ethnic minorities are hired over better-qualified

white men. This chapter explains the difference between “equal
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opportunity” and affirmative action, and addresses the reasons

benign bigotry makes actual equal opportunity impossible and

affirmative action necessary. I then look at the stages of employ-

ment and college admissions procedures during which subtle preju-

dice can be manifest. I examine the social psychological literature

on gender and ethnic patterns in entitlement as well as explanations

of success and failure. Affirmative action must be considered in the

context of privilege. Finally, strategies for change include sugges-

tions for affirmative action plans including the differentiation

between process-oriented and goal-oriented approaches. Additionally,

a discussion of the importance of affirmative action from the lead-

ership in organizations is crucial. Other strategies for reducing bias

during interviews, the importance of standardized performance

criteria, and the challenges of mentoring and “diversity” training

are discussed.

Some caveats

Having outlined what this book covers, I should note some of its

limitations. First, researchers make a distinction between different

levels of influence on a person’s behavior. The macrosystem

consists of social–structural factors such as laws and religious insti-

tutions. The microsystem refers to individuals interacting in par-

ticular environments such as work, family, or school. This book

focuses mainly on prejudice from a social psychological perspective

and will thus tend to focus on individual attitudes, beliefs, and

behaviors. Unlike other social sciences, such as sociology and

anthropology, which use society and culture as the unit of analysis,

psychology is primarily focused on the individual. Analysis of social

structures is also key to addressing issues of prejudice. Therefore,

a key feature of this presentation is that I make explicit connections

between social psychological research and theory, and macro issues

such as institutions, laws, and policies, as well as the mass media.
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Second, prejudice involves both a perpetrator – the prejudiced or

discriminatory individual, and a target – the recipient or victim of

prejudice. In this book, I devote the majority of space to the

psychology of the prejudiced individual (the perpetrator) and to

the impact of prejudice on the target, and less to the psychology of

the target of prejudice. Third, this book is less about what people

are actually like – which stereotypes are true and which are false –

and more about perceptions and beliefs about others that are based on

social categories. Explanations about social groups are rarely based

on people’s direct experiences with those groups, and instead are

more likely to be reflective of beliefs (and mythologies) shared by

members of a culture.

Fourth, most of the research I describe in this book is from studies

conducted in the US with American participants. There are also

several studies from the UK and a few from other parts of the world.

When I describe a study, I identify the demographic characteristics

of the participants whenever they are available. Also, many studies

on ethnic prejudice have focused on white participants, with

African Americans as the targets of prejudice. The field of social

psychology knows less about white stereotypes regarding other

ethnic groups or the stereotypes of non-whites directed towards

whites and other people of color. Finally, I include some anecdotes

in this book. However, this book much more heavily emphasizes

coverage of systematic research studies using experimental

methods. To the extent that I rely on anecdotes, I do so only to

illustrate patterns found in studies. In other words, any anecdotes

I report are supported by empirical research studies.

The name of this book is Benign Bigotry, and this title is ironic.

Bigotry is never benign, even when it exists in the form of subtle

prejudice. Benign Bigotry is meant to capture the hidden nature of

subtle prejudice; the apparently innocent assumptions people make

based on prejudice. Of course, technically, the content of prejudices

and stereotypes can be positive or negative. I can have a prejudice
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in favor of a certain type of music, for instance. But stereotypes are

always harmful to the people who are targets of them. Even when

stereotypes appear to be flattering (e.g. African Americans are good

athletes, Asians are the model minority), they demand that the

target either conforms or risks disappointing the holder of the

stereotypes. People we stereotype are not seen as having their own

individual opinions, preferences, and desires, but rather are judged

as members of a group. Stereotypes erase a person’s individuality.

Stereotypes control and constrain people. Those who hold the

stereotypes are also harmed. In his discussion of how racism negatively

affects whites, Derald Sue21 describes racism as a clamp on one’s mind,

distorting one’s perception of reality. He explains that in maintaining

one’s schemas, one’s perceptual accuracy is diminished. Individuals

become members of categories rather than unique people. The harm

to people of color diminishes white people’s humanity because whites

lose sensitivity to hurting others. And stereotyping nearly always

involves the loss of the ability to empathize. Racism is also bad for

whites because they misperceive themselves as superior, thereby

engaging in elaborate self-deception. Prejudice in members of domin-

ant groups can result in the guilt of recognizing their own privilege

at the expense of others. This recognition can manifest in shame,

defensiveness, and even outbursts of anger.

Understanding thenature of subtle prejudice – that prejudice comes

in subtle, ostensibly “benign” forms – should not let us off the hook.

We can no longer allow ourselves to think that only the Ku Klux

Klan or skinheads are prejudiced. We cannot distance ourselves from

bigotry once we understand that bigotry, even in a “benign” form, is

part of the air we breathe, and has devastating consequences.
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one

“Those people all look alike”:
The myth of the other

I watch CNN but I’m not sure I can tell you the difference in Iraq

and Iran.

Alan Jackson’s “Where Were You?”1

Immediately after the September 11, 2001, attacks in the United

States, Sikh Americans became targets of hate crimes. Sikhism, a

religion that originated in India, is not related to Islam, the religion

of the hijackers who committed the attacks. Sikh men wear their

hair long and in a turban or tied back. For some Americans, turbans

worn by Sikh men resembled the head covering of Osama bin

Laden, the Saudi who took responsibility for the attacks. Suddenly,

Sikhs were the victims of crimes ranging from a woman trying to

pull a man’s turban off to beatings, bombings, and killings.2 To the

perpetrators of these attacks against Sikh Americans, Sikhs may as

well have been Osama bin Laden himself – even though they did

not share his religion, ethnicity, or nation of origin. To many

Americans, people over there (i.e. the Middle East and Asia) are,

indeed, all alike. To many Americans Sikhs look more like
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Middle Easterners, Arabs, or Muslims than they do Americans, and

therefore they must be the enemy.3

“They all look alike” is a fairly ordinary expression, and a

phenomenon most people have encountered in one situation or

another. In essence, it reflects our general inability to distinguish

individuating features of members of groups to which we do not

belong. This idea is applied to nearly any sort of group or category,

from race to nationality to religious affiliation. This chapter

examines this phenomenon, the idea that “they all look alike” as

a widespread and common event, as a psychological process, and

as a place where individual psychological processes and social

interactions intersect. Beyond the constructive function of sorting

and categorizing, the belief that “they all look alike” also leads to

mistaken beliefs about people and things beyond our immediate

experience. We are all familiar with the expression “they all look

alike,” and we are familiar with the ways in which that frame of

mind can also reflect an underlying system of social status and

power. After all, “they all look alike” is at the heart of racial

profiling and erroneous eyewitness testimony.

Before we explore ways to identify and overcome the tendency to

think “they all look alike” (whoever “they” might be), it will be

useful to think about the various ways in which this phenomenon

occurs, and then to introduce some of the insights offered by social

psychology that help us move toward understanding the way

categorization and prejudgment work, and the ways in which these

ordinary cognitive processes can have unwanted and damaging

results in specific social contexts. We hear this expression, perhaps

even use this expression, but it is important to debunk the

common-sense feeling that it conveys something meaningful and

legitimate. This chapter explores the ways that social psychology

can help us understand how such an expression comes to gain

currency and how such a cognitive phenomenon actually works.

Perhaps more importantly, social psychology provides theories,
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tools, and an enormous bank of experimental research to help us

understand some of the real-life consequences of the erroneous

belief that “they all look alike.”

First, I will describe the “they all look alike” phenomenon

through some real-life, contemporary examples drawn from politics,

news, and popular culture. Then I will introduce some of the formal

ways in which social psychology describes this phenomenon. In this

section, a number of experimental studies in social psychology will

allow us to see how scientific research can explain day-to-day belief

and behavior. Finally, I will outline some strategies for change,

emphasizing both the value of applying an analytical perspective

to ordinary life and the importance of developing deliberate tech-

niques we can all employ to help overcome benign bigotry and its

often devastating consequences.

Osama, Obama – The Difference One Consonant Can Make

Governor Pataki in New York says he knows what to do. He said we

should take the toppled statues of Saddam Hussein, melt them down

and put them in a new World Trade Center – to serve as a permanent

reminder that America is a country that cannot tell Arabs apart.

Bill Maher4

The war in Iraq presents some of the most vivid illustrations of how

a “them” gets created in the first place and how the social construc-

tion of categories comes to substitute for actual reality. In the quote

above, talk show host, Bill Maher, points out that the governor of

New York (falsely) believed that Saddam Hussein, then president

of Iraq, was responsible for the September 11, 2001, attacks on the

World Trade Center in New York. In the examples that follow,

it becomes clear that the confusion of names, faces, nationalities,

and other details of “them” carries enormous implications and

consequences. Let’s first look at some of the public discussion

around the time when US military strategy moved from the inva-

sion of Afghanistan (in the hunt for Osama bin Laden, the leader
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behind the attacks of September 11, 2001) to the military action

against Iraq. In the process of explaining and justifying this

transition, US President George W. Bush blurred the distinction

between Osama bin Laden and Iraqi president Saddam Hussein.

No evidence actually linked the attacks of September 11 to Saddam

Hussein, but making such links was a necessary component of

President Bush’s rationale for the invasion of Iraq.

Let’s look at an example of how this belief works by examining a

set of events with global consequences. One of the most dramatic

recent examples of this phenomenon occurred when politicians and

members of the George W. Bush administration began conflating

Osama bin Laden, who gave orders to al-Qaeda for the September

11 attacks, and Saddam Hussein, the leader of Iraq.5 In the fall of

2002, as President Bush was making his argument for the invasion

of Iraq, he made the statement, “The war on terror, you can’t

distinguish between al-Qaeda and Saddam when you talk about

the war on terror.”6 In order to justify the 2003 invasion of Iraq, it

was important for the Bush administration to create a link between

Saddam Hussein and the attacks of September 11, 2001. In the

months after September 11, 2001, as the Bush administration’s

focus on attacking Iraq became clear,7 George Bush’s public refer-

ences to Osama bin Laden began to decrease, while his references to

Saddam Hussein increased. Making this false linkage between bin

Laden and Hussein was relatively easy because Americans had

already been led to believe that Saddam Hussein was responsible

for the September 11 attacks, even though he was not.8 For many

Americans these two men were interchangeable: both were Arab

and Muslim, they had dark skin and facial hair, were non-English

speakers, and were enemies of the United States. The Bush admin-

istration took advantage of the public’s susceptibility to blurring

the distinctions between people of a large and diverse region,

successfully linked the two men, and was able to gain public support

for the invasion and occupation of Iraq – a country that had
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nothing to do with the September 11 attacks. In fact, perhaps the

reason George Bush was re-elected as President in 2004 was that

he successfully harnessed the American public’s ignorance in order

to link Saddam Hussein with the terror attacks of 9/11, thereby

justifying the invasion of Iraq in 2003.9

The contemporary mixing up of Arabs and those from the

Middle East by Westerners pre-dates September 11, 2001. Back in

1980, during the Iranian hostage crisis, when Iranian students

kidnapped and held 52 American diplomats for 444 days, 70% of

Americans wrongly identified Iran as an Arab country. Today, most

Americans think of Iranians as Arabs,10 but they are Persians. The

view that all Middle Easterners are Arabs and that all Arabs are

alike is reflected in the history of cinematic representations of

Arabs. In American films from as early as the 1937 film The Sheik

Steps Out to 1998’s Siege, themes reflect and perpetuate the belief

that all Arabs are alike, with lines fromWesterners in the films such

as: “They all look alike to me” and “I can’t tell one from another.

Wrapped in those bed sheets they all look the same to me.”11 In

feature films with Arab characters, Arabs and Muslims are inter-

changeable, leaving the viewer with the impression that all Arabs

are Muslim and all Muslims are Arab, when, in fact, only 12% of

the world’s Muslims are Arab.12

The unwillingness or inability of “us” to distinguish nationalities,

physical characteristics, religions, or even names, has become an

often convenient and dangerous joke in the 2008 US presidential

campaign. The name of the African American democratic presi-

dential candidate, Barack Obama, closely resembles the name

Osama bin Laden in some voters’ minds. One voter explained her

reasoning for not supporting Obama: “Obama sounds too much like

Osama.”13 More than a handful of very public instances of inter-

changing the names of Osama bin Laden and Barack Obama have

been identified. This confusion has occurred in news broadcasts, in

television talk shows, in official comments from the US senate, and
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in the public remarks of other presidential candidates seeking their

party’s nomination. Here is a sample: in a CNN report from

December 12, 2006, correspondent Jeanne Moos14 reports on what

she describes as the “Obama – Osama similarity.” “Only one little

consonant differentiates the two names,” we are told. In actuality,

of course, distinctions between words based on only one consonant

are not, in general, problems for American speakers of English to

understand. The words, for example, “bad” and “dad” are likewise

distinguished by only one consonant, but that similarity seems not

to interfere with understanding meaning. The underlying issue that

results in this “Obama–Osama confusion” concerns the tendency

for non-Arab Americans to blend all people of color into one

undifferentiated generic sound and look. Moos accounts for this

“confusion” in part as a result of Senator Obama’s relatively low

recognition factor at the time. Her report goes on to ask viewers,

“If that similarity weren’t enough, how about sharing the name of

a former dictator?” The report continues with a discussion of

Senator Obama’s middle name, Hussein, and its resonance with

Saddam Hussein. Here is the resulting situation: an African Ameri-

can US senator, Barack Hussein Obama, is being linked to both

Saddam Hussein and to Osama bin Laden because their names are

alike or sound alike, resulting in the mistaken belief that some sort

of kinship exists.

This confusion continued to receive air time throughout the

campaign season, with various versions being repeated by Senator

Edward Kennedy on the morning television program, The View,

and, perhaps most notoriously, by the former governor and

presidential candidate Mitt Romney. During a campaign speech

in October, 2007, Romney reports: “Look at what Osama – Obama,

Barack Obama said just yesterday, calling on radicals, all different

types of jihadists to come together in Iraq, join us under one

banner.” In this instance, of course, Romney actually corrects

himself, replacing the correct identification of Osama with the
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incorrect identification of Barack Obama. In February, 2008, as the

Democratic primary contests were well under way, the MSNBC

newscaster Chris Matthews reported on a story about Barack

Obama while a photograph of Osama bin Laden was displayed

throughout the newscast.15 Whether or not such mistakes are made

willfully and knowingly, or innocently and accidentally, they all

contribute to the idea that “they all look alike.”

Whether it’s judgments about what a terrorist looks like, police

line-ups, playground politics, or country singers like Alan Jackson

not being able to distinguish between Iraq and Iran, the belief that

those who are different from us are all alike can have devastating

consequences. This chapter deals with the tendency for people to

think that those who are different from them think alike, act alike,

and are alike. This belief is the product of categorization and is

referred to by social psychologists as the outgroup homogeneity

effect. Members of one’s own group appear to be highly diverse

with different personalities, preferences, and tendencies, whereas

members of other groups appear to be highly similar – they look

alike, think alike, and act alike. Categorization leads to the out-

group homogeneity effect as well as other phenomena. This chapter

explains the outgroup homogeneity effect as well as ingroup favoritism/

outgroup derogation, the ultimate attribution error, linguistic intergroup

bias, and the implications of categorization such as the dehumani-

zation that can lead to abuse.

Arrested on the battlefield? Guantánamo detainees

Shortly after the terrorist attacks against the US on September 11,

2001, US Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld ordered the building

of a prison at the Guantánamo Bay Naval Base in Cuba to detain

those accused of participating in or assisting in terrorist activities

against the US. By the end of 2008, there had been only one trial in

the seven years that suspects were detained. Who are the detainees
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at Guantánamo and why have they not been tried and convicted?

Only 8% of Guantánamo detainees were captured on the battlefield

by American troops. Instead, the detainees were captured in

markets, taken from their homes, or arrested in other non-combat

situations. Sixty percent of the detainees are not members of al

Qaeda, or of the Taliban, the rulers of Afghanistan at the time of the

September 11, 2001 attacks, but rather are accused of being “associ-

ated” with some group.16 For instance, one detainee had been con-

scripted by the Taliban to work as a cook’s assistant, and this fact was

the sole evidence of his association with the Taliban. Many of the

detainees were captured by locals who were enticed by advertised

bounties.17 The US Military had distributed leaflets throughout

Afghanistan and nearby areas that read “Get wealth and power

beyond your dreams. Help the Anti-Taliban Forces rid Afghanistan

of murderers and terrorists” and “You can receive millions of

dollars . . . to take care of your family . . . for the rest of your life.”18

Many arrested in Iraq during the US and British invasion and

occupation of the country were similarly captured under ambiguous

conditions. An International Committee of the Red Cross report

from February, 2004, cited military intelligence officers estimating

that “between 70 to 90 percent of persons deprived of their liberty

in Iraq had been arrested by mistake.”19

There are myriad explanations as to why the evidence against

many of the detainees is non-existent or thin. The false belief that

Muslims are all alike could be one component of the explanation.

When people were rounded up in sweeps or picked up by bounty

hunters, many might have been innocent, but shared the same or a

similar name with someone else who might really be a terrorist.20

From an English-speaking Westerner’s perspective, Osama and

Obama and Iraq and Iran sound the same. And if you believe that

all Arabs are the same, that they all hate America, that they don’t

value human life the way Westerners do,21 then really what’s the

difference? Guantánamo detainees become interchangeable. As an
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example, here are two lists of names. One includes names of some of

the detainees imprisoned at Guantánamo Bay as of March 2006.22

The second contains common English names of American men.

Wazir Mohammed Daniel Jackson

Mirza Muhammad David Jefferson

Muhammad Ansar John Johnston

Muhammad Anwar Douglas Jackson

Muhammad Ashraf Jeffrey Douglas

Ali Muhammad John Daniels

Mohamed Al Adahi John Jefferson

Mohamed Ahmed Al Asadi Daniel Johnson

Abdullah Mohammed Al-Hamiri Douglas Jefferson

Mohammed Ahmed Salam Daniel Douglas

Mohamid bin Salman Jeffrey Johnston

Hajii Faiz Mohammed Jonathan Douglas

Haji Mohammed Khan David Jackson

Social psychologists would predict that English-speaking Westerners

would find it easier to distinguish the names on the second list, that

there would be more motivation to remember the names on the

second list, and that the names on the second list would represent

distinct people. If there is a warrant for the arrest of someone named

Daniel Jefferson, you will be hesitant to pick up someone named

Jeffrey Daniels. But if you are an English-speaking Westerner in

Afghanistan capturing terrorists and someone gives you the name

Mohamed Ahmed Al Asadi, even though on the man’s papers his

name is Mohamed Al Adahi, that name might be “close enough” to

Mohamed Ahmed Al Asadi, and so the wrong person is arrested and

is detained for several years, much of the time having no access to an

attorney, no contact with family members,23 no contact with

members of the Red Cross,24 no formal charges against him, no

opportunity to answer to charges, and no hope of ever leaving.25

What this chapter will show is that employing broad generalizations
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and apparently innocent shortcuts in thinking can have, literally and

figuratively, global implications and life-and-death consequences.

Categorization

Let’s go over how this belief that “they all look alike” works. It turns

out the dangerous and mistaken belief that “they all look alike”

emerges from a very basic, very ordinary and mostly benign process

that human beings employ to make sense of the world: the use of

categories. Categorization, making a group out of items that share

some characteristics, is a fundamental human cognitive process.

Observing children provides many examples of this categorization

process. For instance, when a child sees a camel for the first time,

she might call it a “bumpy horse” until she learns that camels are a

category of animals distinct from horses. She might believe that a

coconut is a “furry rock” until she learns that coconuts share some

of the properties of fruits and thus belong in the fruit category and

not the rock category.

Categorization helps us make sense of the world and is therefore

both a natural tendency and a necessary ability for human thought.

Unfortunately, categorization is also the basis for stereotyping and

prejudice.26 But this is not to say that racism, homophobia, sexism,

and other stereotype-based forms of bigotry and discrimination are

natural and therefore not preventable. We are hardwired with the

ability to think categorically; however, the content of our categories

and the meaning and significance of those categories is socially

constructed. We give categories meaning and power through social

and cultural interaction, and changing contexts result in somewhat

flexible categories. Historically, for instance, Homo sapiens was

divided into three races using the following terms: Negroids (i.e.

“blacks”) were those whose ancestors resided in Africa; Mongoloids

(“Asians”) were those from Asia; and Caucasoids (“whites”) came

from Europe. Dividing human beings into “racial” categories is
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erroneous because it involves the importation of biological categor-

ies for social purposes. Even these “biological” categories have been

exposed to be bankrupt in terms of explaining evolutionary related-

ness or social realities. Instead social scientists encourage under-

standing more meaningful groups of association.

The whole concept of having distinct human races has been

discredited as an ideological framework and part of a worldview

rather than a set of scientific facts.27 The concept of race, itself, has

recently been explored and revised in biology and social sciences.

Overwhelmingly the conclusion has been that as members of a

complex society where considerable variation and diversity exist,

we have been conditioned to view human races as natural and as

separate divisions of the human species. Indeed, these apparent

divisions do not reflect discrete, bounded categories but instead

human physical variation that is understood as a continuous,

unbroken gradient of a number of features, including, but not

limited to, skin pigmentation.28 Race has been discredited as a

meaningful biological category, but continues to hold powerful

significance as a social category. The point here is that all sorts of

categories are actually highly plastic and dynamic and not the

stable or objective things we think they are. Categories themselves

are not intrinsically meaningful – we make categories meaningful.

Nonetheless, the categorization of people forms the basis of preju-

dice and discrimination.

One of the most common and basic ways of categorizing people is

to divide them into two groups: those in my group (members of my

ingroup) and those not in my group (members of the outgroup).

After all, there is no simpler way to divide people than according

to a binary, either–or division. Social psychologists use the terms

“ingroup” and “outgroup” to distinguish those like us from those not

like us. However, there is not an inherent judgment in the terms

ingroup and outgroup the way, for instance, the popular kids at

school are in the “in” group while the losers are the “out” group.
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Also, whites are not the ingroup and, say, Asians are not the

outgroup, unless the comparison is in reference to a white person.

From the perspective of an Asian person, Asians would be the

ingroup and people of other ethnicities would be the outgroups.

In social psychology, ingroup merely means people who have some

similar characteristics to the self. If they do not, they are members

of the outgroup – the other group. Now that this point has been

made, we will soon see that individuals do tend to believe that their

group is better than other groups, and various groups, such as some

ethnicities and religious groups, have higher status and more power

in a given culture.

One important result of classification into ingroups and out-

groups is the outgroup homogeneity effect. Outgroup homogeneity is

the technical term for our social experience that “they all look [or

act] alike.” This occurs when people are judged in terms of their

social identities and their membership in a specific group, rather

than on the basis of their individual attributes and characteristics.

They all look (and act) alike: the outgroup

homogeneity effect

Social psychologist Jennifer Boldry and her colleagues29 conducted

a meta-analysis on the outgroup homogeneity effect. A meta-

analysis is a statistical procedure whereby the calculations from

previously conducted studies on a particular topic are combined

into one giant or “meta” analysis. A meta-analysis is therefore a

kind of statistical summary that gives a thorough summary of a

particular topic. Boldry and her colleagues compiled the statistical

information from 173 studies, carried out over several decades,

which examined some aspect of the outgroup homogeneity effect.

They found that, indeed, across the studies they examined, people

tended to perceive people who are similar to themselves as diverse

and individual, and to view those different from themselves as
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similar to each other. Additionally, group size affects the action of

the outgroup homogeneity effect. The larger the ingroup relative to

the outgroup, the more members of the outgroup will be perceived

as similar to each other.30 Homogenizing the outgroup happens in

terms of a variety of social categories including gender and race.

For instance, whites tend to see blacks with less complexity than

they do other whites.31

Another factor to consider in understanding how the outgroup

homogeneity effect works is status. Research shows that status

affects our ability to make fine distinctions and to recall details

about people. Groups that are considered high status and having

more social, economic, and political power are thought to be more

valuable, and are particularly likely to engage in outgroup homo-

geneity with reference to lower status group members in terms of

memory tasks.32 This finding suggests that high status people are

not required to remember details about low status people and have

the luxury of not having to pay attention to those “lower” than

them. So the fact that high status people think low status people are

alike is more consequential than low status people believing high

status people are all alike.

The meta-analysis performed by Boldry and her colleagues showed

that outgroup homogeneity was particularly strong when stereotyp-

ing (judging the percent of group members who possess stereotypical

traits) was the task being studied, as well as when one’s memory for

face recognition was being tested. This point is important because

these two factors are likely to lead to problems with eyewitness

identification and discrimination. Stereotyping tasks prompt people

to think abstractly about the group as a whole. One consistent

pattern in social psychological research is that people are more

accurate at recalling own-race faces than other-race faces.33 This

pattern seems to be consistent across racial and cultural groups.

Some studies have found that whites, in settings where they are the

dominant group, tended to be worse at remembering other-race faces
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than were non-whites at remembering other-race faces.34Whilemost

groups tend to remember their own-ethnicity faces better than other-

ethnicity faces, whites, in nationswhere they are the dominant group,

have more same-race recall than other-race recall. One study,35

conducted in SouthAfrica and England, found that whites and blacks

engage in this own-race bias almost equally. A few studies have found

that those in the minority in a given setting do not indicate an own-

race bias. For example, one study36 tested white Australian students’

and Chinese students’ recall accuracy for faces. Participants viewed

several photographs of white and Chinese women’s and men’s faces.

They later had to pick out those photos they saw before that appeared

in a new group of photos. White participants recognized white faces

more accurately than Chinese faces. However, Chinese participants

recognized both races equally well. White people are particularly

likely to make false alarms – believing they had previously seen a

photo when they had not. This effect is exacerbated when partici-

pants judging faces had little time to view them andwhen the interval

between viewing and testing was increased.37

This is exactly the problem with eyewitnesses to crimes.

People of color in the US have been falsely convicted based solely

on the inaccurate recall of an eyewitness. Next to a defendant’s

confession – a topic described at length in the next chapter –

eyewitness identification is one of the most persuasive pieces of

evidence for jurors. Even when DNA tests have excluded suspects,

they have been convicted on the basis of a victim’s eyewitness

testimony.38 Additionally, many people think that racial stereotyp-

ing in the US has decreased over time and that “race relations” are

getting better. While the ability to differentiate own- and other-

race faces has improved over the thirty-year period during which

most of these studies took place, it is also true that the false alarm

rates increased over those thirty years.39 To summarize, the meta-

analytic work on the outgroup homogeneity effect finds that,

although any person can view members of the outgroup as similar,
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dominant group members are more likely to do it than subordinate

members, especially when the dominant group is also the numeric

majority in a society. Furthermore, the outgroup homogeneity effect

is most likely to occur when people are asked about stereotypical

traits and in studies on face recognition.

The potentially horrific implications of the outgroup homogen-

eity effect was epitomized in the 1982 beating to death of Chinese

American Vincent Chin. In 1982, the American auto market was

in recession. In comparison, the Japanese auto market was going

gangbusters. Chin was beaten to death with a baseball bat by

angry unemployed auto workers who blamed Japan and the

Japanese for having lost their jobs.40 The men who killed Chin

either mistook Chin for someone Japanese, or did not care to

distinguish between Chinese and Japanese because they assumed

that all Asians are alike.

The outgroup homogeneity effect finds that outgroup members

are viewed as “all alike” while ingroup members are thought to be

more variable. What does it mean for members of a group to be

perceived as more variable? It means that those people are thought

about in terms of who they are as individuals, with more complex-

ity, rather than in terms of group stereotypes. All ingroup members

are perceived to have their own individual thoughts, feelings, and

characteristics. Those people are judged one by one based on their

individual merits, not based on the expectations we have of them

according to their group membership. In contrast, those who are

thought to be homogeneous are judged in terms of their social

category, not what they are like as individuals. Outgroup members’

behavior is perceived through a stereotyped lens. It is always better

to be judged as an individual and not in terms of stereotypes. Even

positive stereotypes are bad because they reduce or remove a per-

son’s individuality. They constrain judgments of people to others’

expectations. Also, when people behave in ways inconsistent with

positive stereotypes about their group, there can be strong negative
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reactions. When we defy stereotypes about us, we are vulnerable to

harsh penalties from those whose expectations were violated.41

Why do we think they all look alike?

In terms of the ability to recognize and recall faces, it seems that

when people process own-race faces, they are able to attend to the

idiosyncratic features of the face more efficiently than when they

process an other-race face. When we are asked to recall a face, we

can compare an own-race face to more detailed ideas of own-race

faces and can remember more subtle differences.

The outgroup homogeneity effect impacts more than people’s

recognition of faces. It extends to judgments of personalities, pref-

erences, and behavioral tendencies – they all look alike, think alike,

and act alike. Why does this happen? Construing outgroup members

as all alike provides a sense of welcome predictability. First, that

people tend to think that outgroups “all look alike” has to do with

familiarity. People in the dominant group can be more selective in

their social contacts and might not have a lot of contact with

outgroups due to residential and occupational segregation. For

instance, poor people and rich people work in different jobs, shop

at different stores, attend different schools, and live in different

neighborhoods. Therefore we know more people in our ingroup and

know more about them as individuals with distinct preferences and

attributes, than people in the outgroup. We have more information

about ingroup members and their unique qualities.

Second, we like to think of ourselves and those we think are

similar to us as relatively individual and complicated individuals.

People believe outgroup members have similar traits and occupy

similar social roles. Also, people tend to ignore schema-discrepant

information. In other words, when we are confronted with infor-

mation about a person or group that doesn’t fit our stereotype of the

group, we tend to ignore the information, rather than incorporate it
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into a new more complex schema.42 One consequence of this

differential perception is that evaluations of outgroup members

tend to be more polarized and extreme than evaluations of ingroup

members.43 For instance, outgroup members’ beliefs and viewpoints

are seen as more extreme.44 Would spending more time with out-

group members lessen the tendency to see them all as the same?

Possibly, because the outgroup homogeneity effect is less consistent

with gender – there is less gender segregation than there is racial

segregation because heterosexual women and men live together

and those who grow up with sisters and brothers have same- and

other-gender siblings. Third, the nature of interactions with in-

group members is more familiar and is less affected by social norms.

We see ingroup members in multiple roles, whereas we tend to

see outgroup members in more limited social roles.45 For instance,

if white people’s only interactions with people of color are when

they are being served by them in a restaurant, or having their

house cleaned, a white person’s ideas about ethnic minorities will

be drawn from very narrow roles that people of color play in

white people’s lives. At the same time, the media provide biased

images as sources of information about ethnic groups, and people

can easily develop unconscious associations and feelings that

reinforce bias.46

Fourth, people are motivated to see themselves as unique and

therefore look for ways to distinguish themselves from their group

in order to maintain their individuality, thus emphasizing the

heterogeneity of their group. We tend to pay attention to the

ways in which we are different from members of our own group.

This detailed level of scrutiny is not necessary for outgroups –

people already believe that outgroup members differ from them

on important dimensions.47 Finally, ingroup–outgroup compari-

sons tend to happen at the group level. We tend to minimize

within-group differences – especially if we are referring to an

outgroup.48
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Is there always an outgroup homogeneity effect?

Not necessarily. Indeed, an ingroup homogeneity effect can occur in

a variety of circumstances. Sometimes you’ll find an ingroup homo-

geneity effect in which people think of members of their own group

as similar to each other. There are at least two instances in which

outgroup homogeneity does not occur and ingroup homogeneity

does. People in well-defined minority groups – meaning that there

is specific information about them as members of a certain group,

and that they are the numerical minority – will tend to engage in

ingroup homogeneity. On the other hand, when people attach little

importance to their group identity and define themselves in terms

of their personal identities, they will engage in outgroup homogen-

eity.49 So if you think about race relations in the US, you can

imagine that the group membership of an Asian American is quite

salient to her. People treat her differently – they might speak to her

in a louder voice (thinking that she may not speak English), they

may believe that she is good at math, or that she is a bad driver, etc.

As an Asian American, then, she is constantly reminded of her

minority group membership status. She may seek refuge in her

identity as an Asian American, and her sense of Asian American

identity might be a source of comfort. Therefore, she may be

motivated to see her ethnic group as a cohesive category. Minorities

might accentuate ingroup resemblances, particularly positive char-

acteristics, as a way to utilize self-esteem to fight the threat of the

majority group and to achieve an ingroup solidarity. Think about a

white American. Racial identity for whites in the US may not be a

salient part of one’s identity. Beverly Daniel Tatum says that whites

tend to think of racial identity as something that other people

have.50 Many whites believe, “I don’t have an ethnicity, I’m just

normal.” Many whites who attach relatively little importance to

their membership status are therefore likely to homogenize other

groups: Asians are like this, blacks are like that. Because whites as a
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category tend to not attach significance to that identity, they are

more likely to engage in outgroup homogeneity. In other words,

ingroup homogeneity tends to matter when the ingroup is in a

subordinate position.

A second circumstance in which ingroup homogeneity might

occur involves conditions in which ingroup members feel

threatened. In one study,51 white students were asked to respond

to low and high threat statements about racism. A low threat

statement would be, “there is some racism against ethnic minority

students on campus,” and a high threat statement would be, “whites

are inherently racist.” The white students rated the degree to which

whites or African Americans would agree with the statements.

High threat items elicited ingroup homogeneity and low threat

items produced outgroup homogeneity. In other words, when the

white students felt threatened, they perceived other whites as being

similar to each other. When they did not feel threatened, the white

students perceived African Americans to be very similar to each

other. The threat to one’s group embodied in a particular statement

was a strong determinant of whether majority group members saw

ingroup or outgroup homogeneity. There are two needs that the

perception of variance in one’s own group might serve. The percep-

tion of ingroup difference and outgroup similarity allows people to

feel individualized and unique from others. Under ordinary condi-

tions, this might be the preferred perception of majority group

members. However, when issues threaten or target the ingroup,

ingroup homogeneity may be evoked to enable presenting a united

front and to satisfy the need to feel supported.

Another kind of threat study52 found an interesting switch in the

usual outgroup homogeneity pattern. White US college students

looked at photographs of black and white men, some faces had

angry facial expressions, and some had neutral expressions. Partici-

pants’ memories of faces were tested later, when students were

shown several photos, some of which had been seen in the previous
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session. The students were asked to respond using a scale ranging

from definitely did not see to definitely did see. The typical outgroup

homogeneity effect occurred, as expected, with the neutral black

and white faces. That is, the white students were better at recogniz-

ing the previously seen white men’s faces than black men’s faces

when those faces had neutral expressions. However, the results were

flipped when it came to angry faces. Recognition accuracy was

better for angry black than for angry white faces, meaning that

the white participants had little difficulty differentiating between

previously seen angry black faces and angry black faces they hadn’t

seen. White participants were also better at differentiating among

angry black faces than among neutral black faces. So in the case of

angry faces, an outgroup heterogeneity effect occurred – whites were

better at differentiating angry black faces than angry white faces.

Why did this flip in the typical pattern occur? The authors of this

study suggest there is a different psychological mechanism at work

for interpreting groups and individual group members. Effective

self-protection may be facilitated by the stereotypical presumption

that outgroup members (especially African American men) are

potentially dangerous and so more cognitive energy goes into inter-

preting those faces. If society teaches white people to fear black

men then these results are not surprising. A similar study to be done

on other outgroups would be interesting in order to see if this

instance of ingroup heterogeneity is solely reserved for the percep-

tion of African American men – a segment of the US population

that is viewed as dangerous. One study found that white US under-

graduates misread anger in the faces of African American men

whose faces were actually neutral. This did not happen when white

men’s or African American women’s faces were viewed.53 Part of

the belief systems of many whites about African American men

is that they are hostile and aggressive, and this study shows that

this belief system skews whites’ judgments to reflect perceived

hostility even when no hostility exists. Chapter 2 in this book
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“They must be guilty of something” deals with a similar presumed

link, in that case, the presumption of a link between blackness

and criminality.

Ingroup favoritism and outgroup derogation

Categorization goes beyond overgeneralization to affect positive

and negative judgments and treatment. Social psychologists use

the term valence to describe positive or negative directional valuing.

Ideas about ingroups and outgroups are valenced, meaning there is a

tendency for people to treat members of their ingroup favorably,

and members of the outgroup unfavorably. Ingroup favoritism and

outgroup derogation can be illustrated by Henri Tajfel’s54 classic

study using what has become known as the minimal groups design.

Tajfel and his colleagues placed people into groups using the most

trivial characteristics as the basis for division, resulting in a very

minimal differentiation of the two groups. In Tajfel’s study,

participants were divided into groups supposedly based on the

number of dots they counted on a projected screen. For instance,

some participants were told that they had overestimated the

number of dots, and other participants were told that they had

underestimated the number of dots. The group division is truly

minimal in that it was based on trivial characteristics; group

members had never met each other, there was no contact between

group members or between the two groups, no history of competi-

tion existed between the groups, and there was insufficient time to

develop loyalty to one’s group. Nonetheless, when the researchers

provided money to the participants that was intended to be dis-

persed to other participants based on whatever criterion they

wanted, the results were dramatic: participants gave more money

to members of their own group than members of other groups.

People did this even when giving money to others outside their

group had no effect on how much they gave to own-group members.
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In other words, when participants could give freely to outgroup

members without penalizing ingroup members, they still gave more

to ingroup members. Again, they penalized outgroup members even

when doing so clearly did not benefit the ingroup. Clearly this bias

goes beyond the allocation of reward. For example, partisan obser-

vers have shown bias in favor of their own group members when

judging group members’ ability to reason and display flexibility in

negotiation tactics.55 Despite the arbitrariness of group divisions

in this case, the mere categorization of people into ingroups and

outgroups was adequate to activate intergroup discrimination in the

form of ingroup favoritism and outgroup derogation.

How can this be explained? Tajfel reasons that this occurs

because a significant part of people’s social identity is located in

groups; thus, they make their own group appear in a positive light so

that they can have a positive identity for themselves – I can feel good

about myself as long as I belong to an important group. Imagine this

pattern in real life, when the stakes are high and there is real

competition between groups, when one group is historically more

valued and powerful than another group; when there is a history of

rivalry for resources, of slavery, and of genocide among groups.

Another reason for outgroup derogation is that it can be a conveni-

ent, after-the-fact excuse to justify why an outgroup is mistreated.

Power, people’s value, and maintaining the status quo

Thus far, I have been talking about ingroups and outgroups without

much reference to the power and status of groups. But, for most

groups – such as those of class, gender, and race – in the real world

(not groups assigned arbitrarily in the laboratory), one group has

more power and privilege than another. Powerful groups tend to be

able to influence the legal system, the political system, and the

educational system in ways that those without access to power do

not.56 Let’s look at the idea of “separate but equal” in American
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history. Until the middle of the twentieth century, racial inequality

was maintained through legal support. Although “separate but

equal” appeared to simply segregate whites and blacks, in reality

the “equal” provisions, concerning schools, public accommodation,

housing, and medical care, were significantly different, with whites

benefiting from the concentration of resources that accrued to the

dominant group. The 1954 Brown vs. Board of Education Supreme

Court decision finally acknowledged that racial segregation created

and maintained structured and institutional inequality between

whites and blacks. White children had access to resource-full

schools, while black children went to resource-deprived schools.

Whites rode in the front of the bus, blacks in the back.

So what is the role of power and status regarding perceiving

others as all alike? Some studies have addressed this. Recall Tajfel’s

work on minimal groups that analyzed ingroup–outgroup behavior

in the laboratory where groups were arbitrarily assigned. What

happens in terms of perceptions of members of established ingroups

and outgroups that are unequal in power and privilege? We have

already seen that African American men are viewed as more hostile

and angry than white men, even when there is no objective differ-

ence between the two groups of men.57 Widespread preconceptions

of black men prevent people from processing information about

black men accurately. As you will see through several examples in

this book, benign bigotry often manifests in giving one group the

benefit of the doubt, while other groups that are stereotyped are

held to tight standards.

The outgroup homogeneity effect refers to the perception, by the

ingroup, that members of the outgroup tend to look and act simi-

larly to other outgroup members and are distinct and different from

members of the ingroup, whereas ingroup members are perceived to

look and act more variably. The outgroup homogeneity effect is

important because the tendency to perceive groups as more or less

variable affects the extent to which group stereotypes are potent
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and are likely to be relied upon in the judgment of individuals.

Stereotypes about groups that are viewed as diverse and variable are

less potent than stereotypes about groups that are less diverse and

variable. Also, status and power are relevant factors in perceived

variability. Those in power seem to be more variable and diverse,

whereas those without power and status all seem to act the same

way.58 The intersection of ingroup–outgroup status and power,

therefore, is crucial to the exercise of dominance: those in the

outgroup and those who have less power are viewed as similar to

each other, whereas ingroup members who are also members of a

privileged group are viewed as complex individuals.

The effects of outgroup homogeneity and the ways in which it

combines with social power and privilege are revealed in a number

of experiments in social psychology. This section explores several

significant studies that each illuminate some of the effects that

occur when outgroup homogeneity combines with power.

Do outgroup members really act alike and ingroup members act

more different from each other? In other words, maybe dominant

groups really are more heterogeneous in their behavior as a result

of their ability to influence others and resist social control in the

ways that subordinate groups cannot. This would mean that actual

variability exists in dominant groups in addition to perceived vari-

ability. A study by Ana Guinote59 and her colleagues tested this

possibility. They wanted to identify the ways social power may

affect the perception of group variability. They arbitrarily assigned

US college students to either high status roles as “judges” or low

status roles as “workers” and then organized group discussions.

Participants were then asked to describe themselves and were

asked about their interests and their best qualities. Participants

judged themselves and others in terms of how similar they thought

each group was overall. In the second part of their experiment,

Guinote and her colleagues asked observers who were not part of

the original study to assess videotaped group discussions and make
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observations. The results from the study speak to the role of power

and status in accuracy of judgment as well as the importance of

roles that people get assigned to in shaping behavior. According to

the independent observers, high-power participants did behave

more variably (less similar to each other) than did low-power

participants. For instance, the high-power group members pro-

vided more individuating information about themselves than the

low-power group members. Low-power participants accurately

detected greater variability in the high-power group than in their

own group, whereas high-power participants did not detect differ-

ences in variability between low- and high-power individuals.

Thus, the low-power participants’ assessment of variability was

more accurate – high-power participants did behave more variably,

as judged by the independent observers who watched the inter-

actions on videotape. It’s interesting to note that most of the

previous work finding that more powerful people behave more

variably has been found with groups already in existence (e.g.

based on ethnicity). In contrast, Guinote and her colleagues

assigned people to either a powerful or powerless group, so the

extent that the powerful participants behaved more variably was

due to their group assignment and not any characteristics of them

as individuals. What can we take away from this study? First,

the results suggest that to the extent that subordinate groups

(e.g. women, people of color in white-dominated nations,

lesbians and gay men) are apt to act similar to each other, it is

not inherent to those individuals but to the effect of being

subordinate. In other words, being in a one-down position

actually constrains one’s behavior. Second, individuals who are

members of such groups are inhibited in the ways they can act, and

the extent to which they can authentically present themselves as

individuals. Therefore, lower status groups’ freedom is constrained

in a way that higher status groups’ freedom is not. The research in

this area suggests then that subordinated groups are perceived as
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“all alike” but, also, subordinated groups may, at least in some

settings, behave similarly.

David Ebenbach and Dacher Keltner60 examined the relationship

between actual numerical majority or minority and stereotyping.

This study examined whether or not a group’s numerical majority

or minority status related to increased stereotyping. Using opposing

political opinions as the issue, they studied US undergraduates to

determine whether people tended to stereotype those with political

positions opposite their own. They gathered information on people’s

attitudes toward the death penalty and foreign military interven-

tions. Once people were divided into opposing groups based on their

beliefs about each issue, they were asked to describe the other side’s

attitudes and beliefs. Each person described their own attitudes about

these two issues as well, and how they thought the other side would

think. In this particular study, the numerical majority of students

they asked were in favor of capital punishment and for military

intervention, and the numerical minority was against capital pun-

ishment and anti-intervention. Similar to the findings in Guinote’s

study, Ebenbach and Keltner found a tendency for minoritymembers

to be more accurate in judging the two sides’ attitudes than were

majority members. This finding is consistent with other research

findings that stereotypes of one’s ingroup are more flexible than

stereotypes of the outgroup.61Also, both sides of the debate assumed

that minority viewpoints came from more sources, perhaps implying

more knowledge of the topic. Nonetheless, both groups – those in the

majority and those in the minority – stereotyped the attitudes of the

minority viewpoint as extremist. In sum, this study found that

minority group members were more accurate regarding the facts of

their beliefs and came to their viewpoint drawing frommore sources,

yet were seen by the majority and themselves as more extreme in

their viewpoints, even though they were not. Finally, minority group

members, who tended to be more accurate judges, expressed

more anger, contempt, and frustration than their less accurate
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counterparts. Perhaps those who held the minority position in this

study felt misrepresented and misunderstood, as indeed they were.

Taken together, the Guinote and the Ebenbach and Keltner

studies speak directly to the issue of power and privilege and their

role in understanding the belief that those people all look alike. Susan

Fiske62 provides insight into the role of power and control in

stereotyping. Recall that Guinote63 and Ebenbach and Keltner64

found that subordinates were more accurate judges of behavior and

viewpoints than those who were dominant; and those agitating for

change versus the status quo were viewed as less reasonable, less

flexible, and more responsible for conflict. Fiske65 argues that

people in power stereotype in part because they do not need to

pay attention and they may not be personally motivated to pay

attention. The powerful are not so likely to be stereotyped because

subordinates need to form detailed impressions of them. The power-

less need to predict and possibly alter their own fates. People pay

attention to those who control outcomes that affect them. Atten-

tion follows power and attention is directed up the hierarchy. The

powerful need not concern themselves very much with those with

less power because less is at stake for the powerful with regard to

their subordinates. Fewer bad things can happen to a powerful

person if she ignores the wishes of less powerful people than the

reverse. Both the powerful and the powerless can stereotype, but if

the powerless do stereotype, their beliefs simply exert less control

and have less impact. It matters less if the powerless stereotype

because the powerful’s behavior is not limited by others’ stereotypes

of them. The powerless are stereotyped because no one needs to,

can, or wants to be detailed and accurate about them.

Fiske also notes that those whose fate is dependent upon others

(e.g. an employee dependent upon a supervisor for salary, promo-

tions, etc.) attend to the most informative clues they can find about

those with power over them. They have a stake in being accurate.

Subordinates end up with more detailed impressions and they are
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assessed as more accurate by observers. One study66 found that power

decreases attention paid to others. In a setting designed to mimic

personnel decision making, undergraduate students were given the

power to evaluate high school students’ summer job applications. As

the percentage of their power in the decision increased, their atten-

tion to the details of the applications decreased. While both low and

high status groups succumb to the outgroup homogeneity effect, high

status groups are likely to experience it more, with more serious

consequences. To the extent that low status group members experi-

ence it, it matters less and has less of an impact.

Is there always outgroup derogation?

Although people show favoritism toward members of their ingroup,

they do not necessarily always penalize members of the outgroup.

Sometimes benign bigotry manifests, not when outgroups are treated

unfairly, but rather when ingroups are treated overgenerously.67

Also, again in contrast to overt mistreatment of outgroup members,

outgroup members are often treated with indifference by ingroup

members.68 Clearly, outgroups are harmed. What conditions are

usually necessary for outgroups to be mistreated? Activation of a

social identity leads to such negative outcomes after two conditions

are met. First, ingroup members must believe that a common set of

norms and values apply to both themselves and to members of the

outgroup. Second, the ingroup must see its values as the only accept-

able values, so that their values overwhelm those of the outgroup and

are the ones that should guide both themselves and the outgroup.

The combination of these two factors leads the ingroup to perceive

members of the outgroup as deviant, morally inferior, and a potential

threat to ingroup values.69 Take as an example stereotypes about

lesbians and gay men. Typical stereotypes about lesbians and gay

men are that they violate norms and values that heterosexuals do

not. For instance, homosexuals are believed to be confused in terms
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of their gender roles – gay men act like, or want to be, women, and

lesbians act like, or want to be, men. In this way, they are viewed as

violating norms about gender. Second, lesbians and gay men are

thought to be hypersexual – they are thought both to engage in

sexual activity more than heterosexuals and to flaunt their sexuality

(the chapter “Gays flaunt their sexuality” deals with this stereotype

at length). In this way, they are seen as violating norms about sexual

behavior. The belief that lesbians and gay men violate important

norms justifies their mistreatment – they do not deserve the same

treatment as everyone else because they are deviants. Research demon-

strates that, all things being equal, people are more likely to expect

negative qualities from outgroups than from ingroups.70

Other consequences of thinking categorically

Ultimate attribution error

In addition to the differential treatment, such as the allocation of

rewards described above, we tend to think differently about people

who are different from us. A common place for stereotypes to be

located is in the attributions we make about people. In addition to a

discussion here, attributions are discussed in Chapter 2 (“They must

be guilty of something”) and Chapter 6 (“Affirmative action is

reverse racism”). Attributions are simply people’s explanations of

behavior. For example, if you get a promotion at work, to what do

you attribute this success? Many people would attribute their suc-

cess to working hard, or to their intelligence, or they might attri-

bute their success to luck, or even a fluke. Attributions can be

internal or external, temporary or stable, positive or negative. For

instance, if I dislike a co-worker, I might attribute her promotion to

luck, not to her intelligence or hard work. Luck in this case is

temporary, external, and negative. If I make an attribution of

intelligence, that is an internal, static, and positive attribution.

A person’s intelligence is within her, it is unlikely to change, and
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it is a good quality. A frequent effect of categorization is known as

the ultimate attribution error71 which is the tendency to attribute the

desirable actions of ingroup members to something internal and

undesirable actions to something external. The reverse is true for

outgroup members. Their positive behavior is attributed to external

circumstances (e.g. luck, accident), while their undesirable behav-

ior is attributed to internal characteristics (e.g. flawed character,

low intelligence). For example, people tend to make internal attri-

butions about poor people (e.g. they are lazy, dumb) more often

than external attributions (bad luck, unjust economic system).72

On a societal level, attributions serve those who wield the most

social and political power. Those people tend to make attributions

that serve to keep the powerless in their places. For example,

Muslims, who are the majority in Bangladesh, engage in outgroup

derogation of Hindus, who are the minority. Muslims explain the

negative acts of Hindus with internal, stable, global attributions.73

Another study looked at the attributions Dutch participants made

of the Netherlands’ occupation of Indonesia (Dutch were the

ingroup and the colonizing force) compared to the German occu-

pation of The Netherlands (Dutch were the ingroup and were the

victims).74 The Dutch participants were more likely to attribute the

Dutch occupation of Indonesia to external factors (“I think The

Netherlands occupied Indonesia because of the circumstances”), than

to internal factors (“I think The Netherlands occupied Indonesia

because the Dutch consider themselves superior”). When it came to

explaining Germany’s occupation of The Netherlands, Dutch

participants explained the occupation with internal attributions

(Germans think they’re superior), compared to external factors

(it was the circumstances).

Unfortunately, the behavior of a single minority group member

may significantly influence how members of their entire group are

viewed by members of the majority group, whereas this is not the

case for majority members. For example, white Americans who
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witnessed a black person responding in a rude manner to a white

person were later more likely to avoid sitting next to another black

person.75 Such an instance of negative behavior also can affect

whites’ overall feelings about blacks. When participants76 over-

heard a description of an assault committed by a black person,

participants later rated blacks as generally more antagonistic than

did participants who heard the same conversation about a white

assailant.77 Observing a single instance of a negative behavior

involving a member of an outgroup leads people to evaluate all

members of that group negatively. While attributions could be seen

as innocent explanations of behavior, systematic examinations

reveal the underlying bigotry that can manifest in attributions

about others.

The linguistic intergroup bias

The specific language we use when making attributions can reflect

the biases we have about other groups. The research on the linguistic

intergroup bias demonstrates attributional patterns through lan-

guage. Anne Maass and Janet Ruscher have both done important

work on the linguistic intergroup bias. In a series of studies, Anne

Maass78 and her colleagues found that the level of concreteness

versus abstraction in the language we use to describe the behavior

of others reflects the degree to which we believe others’ actions are

temporary or permanent. When spontaneously describing the posi-

tive behaviors of an ingroup member, people tend to use abstract,

trait-like terms. On the other hand, when people describe the

positive behaviors of an outgroup member, people tend to use

concrete descriptions. So an ingroup member who serves meals at

a local homeless shelter is “generous” or “altruistic.” An outgroup

member who serves meals at the shelter is described as “helping” or

“volunteering.” Conversely, negative ingroup behavior is described

in concrete terms, while negative outgroup behavior is described in
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more abstract and global ways. For instance, an outgroup member

might be described as “aggressive” or “violent” while an ingroup

member’s behavior is described as “hitting someone.”79 The linguis-

tic intergroup bias describes the phenomenon in which behaviors

that are consistent with stereotypes are described with abstract

terms, suggesting the permanence of trait-like behavior – behavior

that is stable and intrinsic to the person – whereas behaviors that

are inconsistent with stereotypes are described with more concrete

terms suggesting a temporariness to the behavior. The degree of

linguistic abstractness, then, can reveal the structure of thought

about the group in question because the dimension of concreteness –

abstractness reveals the degree to which people think observed

behaviors are tied to the circumstances (external) versus being

the result of inherent (internal) traits of the group. When abstract

descriptors are used they can reveal underlying cognitive associ-

ations leading to stereotypes; when concrete descriptors are used,

underlying associations are not being tapped into.

Evidence of linguistic intergroup bias has been revealed in dozens

of studies on topics such as racial bias, gender bias, competing

sports teams, and even hunters versus environmentalists.80 Bradley

Gorham81 found that the linguistic intergroup bias helps people

make sense of television news stories. White staff members at a US

university watched eight minutes of a TV news broadcast in which

run-of-the-mill news stories were played with a crime story imbed-

ded in the middle of the broadcast. The story, which was about a

murder, contained a picture of either a white or black suspect. After

the participants watched the news segment, they completed a

survey, in which, for each of the news stories, they chose the

appropriate description of what they saw. The descriptions ranged

on a continuum from concreteness to abstractness. As predicted by

the work on linguistic intergroup bias, respondents who saw a white

suspect tended to choose the concrete descriptor (“The man police

want to talk to probably hit the victims”) while those who saw the
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black suspect tended to choose the abstract descriptor (“The

man police want to talk to is probably violent”). Studies that find

evidence for the linguistic intergroup bias demonstrate this pattern

whether the research participants write descriptions in their own

words, or choose from alternatives, such as was the case in the

Gorham study.

What does the linguistic intergroup bias have to do with benign

bigotry? The linguistic intergroup bias allows for maintenance of

stereotypes. Statements made at a high level of abstraction are more

resistant to change than concrete statements because abstract

descriptions are difficult to confirm or disconfirm. Concrete

descriptions can be more easily discounted. People gain an advan-

tage if they describe their group’s positive behaviors in abstract

terms that are hard to disprove.82 The ultimate attribution error

and the linguistic intergroup bias are manifestations of subtle preju-

dice. They function as a window into people’s schemas as they

betray people’s stereotypes about the outgroup.

Are there any individual characteristics associated with the ten-

dency to make attributions about others? For whites at least, the

more prejudiced the person, the more likely they will make nega-

tive dispositional (internal) attributions about minority groups.83

Modern racism, a specific form of subtle prejudice, seems to be

correlated with this tendency. Modern racism is the tendency to

recognize that racism is wrong and socially inappropriate yet believe

that prejudice is largely a thing of the past and that lack of hard

work and diligence are the reasons minorities haven’t achieved

what whites have. Typical of benign bigotry, modern racists do

not express prejudice explicitly and overtly but instead look for

race-irrelevant reasons to express bias against subordinated groups.

Modern racists, compared to non-prejudiced individuals, are more

likely to engage in linguistic intergroup bias. Also, people who have

a strong need for definitive answers and cannot tolerate confusion
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or uncertainty, known by social psychologists as need-for-closure,

have a tendency to be susceptible to the linguistic intergroup bias.

They exhibit greater linguistic abstraction when describing positive

behaviors of ingroup members and negative behaviors of outgroup

members.84

In addition to attributions, other uses of language reflect the

importance of categorization for people. The first person plural

(“us,” “we”) reflects a sense of belongingness and ingroup cohesion.

In contrast, the third person plural (“them,” “theirs”) is associated

with the outgroup and therefore negative evaluation. For instance,

because a main function of belongingness to a group is to validate

one’s self esteem and identity, sports fans will often describe their

winning team with “we won” and their losing team with “they lost.”

Also, after victories, college students at US universities are more

likely to wear clothing with their school’s logo than if their team

loses.85

Former US President George W. Bush used similar us/them

rhetoric after the attacks of September 11, 2001. While many

writers have criticized Bush’s descriptions as overly simplistic, cat-

egorical statements that reduce various nations, cultures, and polit-

ical groups into “evildoers” (a good example of a “trait-like”

description), his rhetoric served a psychological function. For

example, consider the following statements by Bush: “Every nation,

in every region, now has a decision to make. Either you are with us,

or you are with the terrorists”86 and “No threat, no threat will

prevent freedom-loving people from defending freedom. And make

no mistake about it: this is good versus evil. These are evildoers.

They have no justification for their actions. There’s no religious

justification, there’s no political justification. The only motivation

is evil.”87 Statements such as these erase the complexities of

those seen as enemies. Terrorism, Iraq, Osama bin Laden, and

Saddam Hussein become one threatening category.88 Complexities
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get reduced to dichotomies: good versus evil, peace versus violence,

civilization versus chaos – all grandiose variations on the us-versus-

them division.89

Dehumanization and responsibility of outgroup pain

Reducing complex individuals to simplistic dichotomies such as

good versus evil can lead to dehumanization. Dehumanization is a

process whereby a person or group is treated as less than human. It

occurs when an individual or group is denied some of the charac-

teristics that makes us human. Dehumanization can take the form

of treating others as if they lack refinement and culture and

therefore do not merit humane treatment; or when it is believed

that a person or group lacks human feelings, warmth, and human

agency (empowerment) resulting in a fundamental lack of empathy

toward those who are subjected to dehumanization.90 When you

think people are less than human you tolerate their mistreatment.

As an example, dehumanization of the enemy is one way in which

soldiers prepare themselves to overcome the repugnance of killing

other humans. The use of derogatory names such as Haji (Gulf

Wars), Gook (Vietnam War) and Jap and Kraut (WWII) helped to

trivialize, marginalize, and dehumanize the enemy. Photographs of

the abuse in the Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq, made public in 2004,

illustrated the effects of dehumanization with detainees being

treated like animals; for example being led around on dog leashes.

One military police officer who testified during the abuse hearings

referred to one of the detainees as “it” instead of “him”: “I saw two

naked detainees, one masturbating to another kneeling with its

mouth open.”91 “It” is the way you might describe an animal, not a

human being with human feelings, desires, needs, and thoughts.

When the US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) debated

the methods of interrogation about definitions of torture, John

Fredman, Chief Counsel to the CIA’s counter terrorism center

56 • Benign Bigotry



explained that torture “is basically subject to perception.” “If the

detainee dies, you’re doing it wrong.”92 Similarly, No Humans

Involved (NHI) is a term that has been used by judges and police

to refer to crimes involving victims who are “undesirables” –

ethnic minorities, prostitutes, or prisoners.93

Historically, marginalized groups have been depicted as sub-

human animals in popular culture. People of African descent were

portrayed in the US and Europe as monkeys, cannibals, and savages

during the twentieth century,94 Jews in Europe and the United

States were caricatured as dogs.95 In American films, Arabs have

been described as dogs and monkeys.96 Viewing characters from

marginal groups as less than human normalizes their mistreatment,

encourages viewers to not empathize or understand their pain, and

gives viewers a sense of solidarity as they become united by their

shared distance from marginalized people. Empirical studies find

support for people’s tendency to dehumanize outgroups. On both

implicit and explicit measures, people attribute words that are

commonly associated with humans (e.g. people, citizen) to ingroup

members while attributing words commonly associated with

animals (e.g. breed, creature) to outgroups.97

One significant way of erasing a person’s humanity is to assume

that the person does not feel the full range of human emotions that

others do. Research on dehumanization98 and emotion examines

attributions about primary emotions, those emotions experienced by

all humans and most primates, such as joy, anger, fear, and sadness –

and secondary emotions, those emotions that are thought to be

uniquely human and not experienced by non-human animals, such

as pride, guilt, shame, and embarrassment. People tend to attribute

fewer secondary emotions to outgroups.99 What does it mean that

people attribute fewer secondary emotions to members of the out-

group? It implies outgroup members do not share the same human-

ity as ingroup members, that people different from us do not feel the

same range of emotions as fully human individuals feel. It puts
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outgroup members closer in our minds to how we might think about

and treat animals. For example, one may not be bothered by a

homeless person begging for money if one thinks that homeless

people wouldn’t be embarrassed or ashamed to beg for money.

However, for a middle-class person, the idea of begging for food

could be shameful.

If recognition of another’s humanity activates empathy such

recognition would, we might suppose, make it difficult to mistreat

that person without feeling personal distress. If denying others’

humanity facilitates violence against them, do people use the same

disengagement strategy when reminded that their own group has

committed violence against an outgroup? Emanuele Castano100

and his colleagues conducted three experiments to test this theory.

They hypothesized that after being made aware of atrocities for

which their ingroup is responsible, ingroup members may derogate

the victims (outgroup members) by developing the belief that they

are not fully human, particularly in terms of emotional capacity. In

the first experiment, British undergraduates read one of two scen-

arios involving humans and aliens from another planet who are

working together in a mine. In one scenario, there is a mining

accident that kills 10,000 aliens, while the humans are away on

Christmas vacation. In the second scenario 10,000 aliens are killed

in the mine but their deaths are caused by the humans. In the first

scenario, humans are not responsible for the alien deaths but in the

second scenario they are. The participants were asked to identify

what emotions the aliens would feel. The authors found that those

who perceived ingroup responsibility – either in the accidental or

killing condition – showed stronger dehumanization in the form of

attributing fewer human-related emotions to the aliens than those

who did not perceive responsibility. In other words, the realization

that humans were responsible triggered a reaction among the par-

ticipants to reduce their discomfort by believing the aliens didn’t

feel the emotions that humans would – but only when respondents
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felt that humans were responsible. So the thinking might be: Yeah,

humans were responsible but it probably didn’t hurt the aliens all that

much, so it doesn’t really matter. A second experiment101 conducted

by Castano and his colleagues was based on a real-life set of events.

This study examined the attributions of emotions to Australian

Aborigines based on whether or not the British were presented as

responsible for atrocities against Aborigines after British coloniza-

tion. British undergraduate participants perceived the Aborigines as

less human when they read that British colonization resulted in

quasi-extermination than when they read that British colonization

did not produce negative effects on the Aboriginal population. In a

third experiment,102 attributions of emotions to Native Americans

by white Americans were examined. White New Yorkers recruited

from an Internet site were presented with a brief history of Native

Americans and the effects on them with the arrival of Europeans.

When Native American deaths were attributed to killing by Euro-

peans, more dehumanization occurred than when Native deaths

were attributed to disease. Making people aware of their ingroup’s

past wrongdoings did increase their feelings of guilt, but the guilt

did not increase their willingness to support collective reparations

to Native Americans.

The results from Castano’s studies are paradoxical. Wouldn’t you

think that, if your group was responsible for the mistreatment of

others, such recognition would make you feel sympathy and con-

cern about their humanity? Instead, the more that people believed

their group was responsible, the less they viewed the harmed group

as human. According to the findings in Castano’s studies, dehu-

manization is not intensified merely by perception of the suffering

of another group, it requires the attribution of responsibility to the

ingroup. This is a self-defensive process.

Individuals are even capable of misremembering mistreatment for

which their group is responsible. Baljinder Sahdra and Michael

Ross103 examined how group identity affects memory of past events,

“Those people all look alike” • 59



including memories of violence involving ingroup members as

perpetrators and victims. They hypothesized that historical memory

would be biased to support a favorable view of the ingroup, and that

this positivity bias would be particularly strong for those who are

highly identified with their group. In their first study, they exam-

ined how respondents’ memories differed as a function of their

identification with their ethnic group and the role of violence

perpetrated by their group. They asked Sikhs and Hindus living in

Canada to reflect on several actual events of the 1980s and 1990s

during which either Sikhs committed abuse against Hindus (e.g.

assassination of Indira Gandhi, a Hindu) or Hindus committed

abuse against Sikhs (attack on the Golden Temple, a holy Sikh

shrine in India). Participants were also asked how much they

identified with their group. Sahdra and Ross found that participants

more readily recalled events, and thought about these events more

often, when the ingroup members were victims than when they

were perpetrators. This was especially the case for those who were

highly identified with their group. Those not highly identified

with their group remembered fewer harms to the ingroup. High-

identifiers also recalled more incidents of ingroup suffering than of

ingroup violence. And, finally, high-identifiers were more likely to

advocate that the victim group should forget and move on when

their ingroup perpetrated the harm but not when their ingroup was

victim to the harm.

Sahdra and Ross subsequently replicated their results in a labora-

tory study.104 Results from both studies suggest that those who

identify highly with their group recall their group’s history in a

manner that limits any damage to their social identity. There are

positive and negative functions of this: positive ingroup biases do

enhance commitment to one’s group, but are also likely to contrib-

ute to conflict and misunderstanding between individuals and out-

groups. Sahdra and Ross’s work also demonstrates how social

identity influences individual-level memory processes. Acts of
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violence and hatred by ingroup members are stereotype-inconsistent

and therefore less accessible in memory.

Scapegoating and genocide

Scapegoating is the process of blaming and punishing an innocent

outgroup for the misfortunes of one’s ingroup. Perhaps the most

well-known scapegoating in modern history is the scapegoating of

Jews in Germany under the Nazi government during World War II.

Scapegoating provides a “designated villain” to explain the frustra-

tion caused by social and economic problems. The preferred target

of aggression is designated as the cause of the frustration, but if it is

not possible to be aggressive toward the source of the frustration,

aggression will be displaced and directed toward a more readily

available target. The scapegoat is not actually or factually respon-

sible for the perpetrator’s problems – it often just makes intuitive

sense to blame the scapegoated group.

Outgroups make convenient scapegoats. Several factors increase

the likelihood that a group will be scapegoated.105 First, scapegoats

tend to have little social, political, and economic power so they do

not have the means to effectively resist the actions taken against

them. Second, the group that is scapegoated is usually visible

enough in society to be salient to the ingroup. Visibility can be in

the form of skin color or other physical features, or can be the

violation of social norms, such as lesbians and gay men who violate

the norm of heterosexuality. Third, the group will tend to be

disliked and to have negative stereotypes associated with it in order

to set the stage for scapegoating. Finally, the group should be

viewed as a threat to the ingroup. When the differences between

the ingroup and outgroup are particularly large in terms of religion,

manners, or customs, then the outgroup is seen as less than fully

human: pagans, savages, or animals. In order to perform a genocide

the perpetrator first organizes a campaign that redefines the victim
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group as worthless, outside the web of mutual obligations, a threat to

the people, immoral sinners, and/or subhuman.106 Edward Sampson107

puts ingroup favoritism, which I discussed earlier in this chapter,

on a continuum with genocide. At one end is ingroup favoritism or

ethnocentrism – the favoring of one’s own group over the other. Ingroup

favoritism can also include outgroup derogation, which then can, in

some cases, lead to scapegoating and genocidal actions.

Putting it all together

Sorting people into categories is a routine and inevitable aspect of

cognition. Categorization becomes problematic when it is based on

prejudice and when a power difference exists between those who

create categories and those who are sorted into categories. Categor-

ization produces the “they all look alike” effect but status, power,

and privilege determine who is harmed by it. For while everyone is

capable of seeing people outside their own group as looking and

acting alike, dominant groups, such as whites in the US, are more

likely to think members of subordinate groups look and act alike,

rather than vice versa.108 The stereotypes of the dominant group are

more consequential than the stereotypes of the subordinate group.

As I stated in the Introduction to this book, stereotypes control

people109 but the consequences to those with less power, such as

people of color, can be disastrous. Believing that people with differ-

ent ethnicities and religions are all alike could be one reason a

reported 70–90% of those captured in Iraq by American troops were

captured by mistake.110 The outgroup homogeneity effect also

affects how whites interpret the faces of black men – for example,

as being angry even when their faces are, in fact, neutral.111 As we

will see in the next chapter, “They must be guilty of something,”

that whites read anger into the faces of African American men,

while they do not into the faces of African American women and
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white men, surely plays a role in the belief that black men are linked

with criminality. The perception of outgroup homogeneity is often,

though not always, accompanied by outgroup derogation. Ingroups,

as revealed in the studies in this chapter, as well as the studies in

the other chapters in this book, are often given the benefit of the

doubt, while outgroup members’ feet are held to the fire. And

those agitating for change are viewed by the status quo as extremists,

even when their arguments are more accurate and are not more

extreme.112

Cousins to the outgroup homogeneity effect are the ultimate

attribution error and the linguistic intergroup bias. Individuals’

explanations of their own and others’ behavior involve more char-

itable attributions of ingroup compared to outgroup behavior.

People tend to attribute the desirable behaviors of ingroup members

to dispositional, stable, and inherent characteristics; they attribute

the undesirable behaviors of their group to external, temporary

circumstances. Positive outgroup behavior is attributed to external,

temporary circumstances, while negative behavior is attributed to

stable, inherent characteristics. An African American man who is a

murder suspect may be described in more abstract terms, suggesting

that African American men are close to criminality, while a white

murder suspect may be described in more concrete ways, suggesting

a more tenuous and temporary link between whiteness and crimin-

ality.113 Linguistic intergroup bias is likely among benign bigots

(modern racists,114 specifically) because it provides a useful cover

for more overt forms of prejudice.

The outgroup homogeneity effect is likely a necessary, although

not a sufficient, phenomenon for dehumanization. Effective dehu-

manization allows for groups to be scapegoated and mistreated

without compunction by mistreating groups. In order to justify or

cope with the mistreatment of others, individuals may misremem-

ber their own or their government’s bad deeds.115
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Strategies for change

Confronting the unwanted and dangerous manifestations of social

categorization can be quite challenging. The research findings and

insights of social psychology offer both explanations of social cat-

egorization and helpful strategies for overcoming the dangers of this

kind of stereotyping.

Contact complicates conceptions

One explanation for the occurrence of the perception of outgroup

homogeneity and its effect on prejudice and discrimination has

to do with familiarity. People in the dominant group can be more

selective in their social contacts and might not have a lot of contact

with outgroups in their daily lives due to residential and occupa-

tional segregation. In many cases, we know more people in our

ingroup and know more about them as distinct individuals with

distinct preferences, attributes, and values, than people in the out-

group. We simply have more information about ingroup members

and their unique qualities.

One of the richest areas of research on prejudice reduction is the

work on the contact hypothesis. The contact hypothesis is the notion

that contact between members of different groups will improve

relations between them. Because thinking that outgroup members

are all alike, to some degree, probably has to do with familiarity,

increased contact is a good bet as a method of reducing perceived

outgroup homogeneity. Increased contact should produce increased

familiarity, which should complicate our schemas of those different

from us. Not just any contact will work, however.

In order for the contact hypothesis to have an effect on reducing

prejudice, four conditions must be met.116 First, cooperation between

groups is necessary. If members of a university Muslim student

organization are required to work with a Jewish student alliance
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toward some overarching goal that benefits both groups, a reduction

in stereotypes may result. Second, the interactions have to be on

equal footing. A white person who employs a Latina for maid service

will probably not feel much inclination to get to know the maid as

an individual who has a unique personality. Third, contact over an

extended period of time is much more effective than a brief encounter

between group members. For instance, if a friend or relative becomes

involved with someone who has a different religion to you, your

acceptance of that particular person and your acceptance of that

religion in general may increase more than if you have occasional

contact with an acquaintance whose religion is different from yours.

Barry Goldwater, the conservative Republican senator fromArizona

and 1964Republican presidential candidate, had attitudes about gay

rights that might surprise some when compared with conservative

Republicans presently. Prior to his death in 1998, he actively worked

on behalf of lesbian and gay rights making gay rights part of his

larger, libertarian political ideology. His progressive views regarding

lesbian and gay rights may have been due, in part, to his having a gay

grandson as well as other relatives who are gay.117 Finally, the

reduction and eventual elimination of prejudice requires consistent

institutional support. Intergroup contact works best as a prejudice-

reduction tool when it occurs in a formal or established setting in

which existing norms favor group equality. Those in authority –

school officials, politicians, and others – must unambiguously

endorse egalitarian norms. You can imagine the impact when, for

instance, the president of the United States declares Saddam

Hussein and Osama bin Laden to be similarly guilty of terror against

the United States.118 The President’s merging of two very different

people does not help to complicate Americans’ ideas of Islam.

These four factors: requiring groups to work together; interacting

on equal footing; contact over an extended period of time; and

institutional support, have been shown to break down divisions

between groups and complicate our ideas of outgroup members.

“Those people all look alike” • 65



Toward a complex identity

To the extent that it is possible, fostering complex social identities

might reduce perceptions of outgroup homogeneity. A person with

a simple social identity (e.g. “I am a Christian” or “I am Asian”)

focuses on only that one identity and sees only people who share

that one identity as part of the ingroup. In contrast, a person with a

complex social identity (e.g. “I am a mother and a Latina and a

Catholic”) sees herself as having more than one meaningful iden-

tity. A complex social identity leads people to be more tolerant of

group differences because a complex identity reduces the motiv-

ation to self-categorize as a member of any one group.119 Having

multiple concurrent identities reduces feelings of distinctiveness.

A person with a complex identity can see commonalities with more

people than can a person with a simple identity. Also, if people

have more than one social identity, a threat to one identity can be

offset by focusing on a more positive identity until the threat has

passed.120 Chapter 5 (“I’m not a racist, I’m colorblind”) elaborates

strategies for creating more complicated categories and identities.

Contact and the jigsaw classroom

The jigsaw classroom is one method of encouraging structured

positive contact between groups and fostering more complex iden-

tities of individuals within different groups. The jigsaw method,

originated by Elliot Aronson,121 was developed as a response to the

difficulties of integrating classrooms when schools desegregated in

Texas in the early 1970s. When Mexican American, African

American and white students were put together in classrooms, soon

after there was open conflict and marginalization of the students of

color followed. In many cases the students of color came from

resource-deprived schools and, due to decades of school segregation,

were not as prepared academically as the white students. Aronson,
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a social psychologist, developed an intervention with the goal of

creating a more harmonious environment. The result was the jigsaw

classroom. Here’s how it works: Let’s say you have 36 students in a

class. The teacher divides his lecture for the day into six compon-

ents. He divides the class into six-person groups. The teacher gives

each group one of the pieces of the lecture. Each member of these

“expert” groups masters the piece of the lecture. Expert groups

review their assigned material and ensure that all group members

understand the material. High ability students can assist low ability

students to ensure that they are capable of presenting the material.

Next, students are put into “jigsaw” groups. The jigsaw groups then

are made up of one expert of each component of the lecture who

teaches the others in her group the component they need to learn

the day’s lesson in its entirety. Like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle,

each piece of information must be put together before anyone can

understand the whole lecture. Each student learns her own section

and teaches it to the other members of that group who do not have

access to that material.

Unlike traditional classrooms that foster competition, the jigsaw

arrangement fosters interdependence and cooperation as well as

empathy and perspective-taking (the ability to view something from

another’s perspective). Because students are dependent on each

other, if there is one student who is not very articulate, or who has

a speech or presentation style that other students are not accustomed

to, the listener must ask questions that will elicit the information the

listener needs. In order to accomplish this goal the listener must put

herself in the place of the speaker and see things from his perspec-

tive. She learns how to treat each child as an individual, not as

a category. The jigsaw method requires people to participate more

actively when they are required to recite and when they raise ques-

tions as active listeners. Active participation produces better learn-

ing than the passive condition of merely receiving information,

resulting in children taking responsibility for their learning.
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Diane Bridgeman122 conducted an experiment with 10-year-old

children to test whether or not kids who learned in jigsaw class-

rooms for two months behaved differently than children from tradi-

tional classrooms. Bridgeman found that children from jigsaw

classrooms were better able to take the perspective of another

person and had more developed empathy than the children from

the traditional classroom. Overall, Bridgeman found that jigsaw

classrooms: (1) required interdependence and social reciprocity by

which students depend on each other to learn all of the material;

(2) involve equal status cooperative interaction in which each

student has a vital role in the process; (3) provide a consistent

opportunity to be an expert which allows for a better developed

sense of self; (4) encourage the integration of varied perspectives;

and (5) involve a highly structured process which allows easy

replication of the above interactions on a consistent basis.

Elliot Aronson reports that if the jigsaw method is used for as

little as one hour per day, the positive effects are substantial.

Aronson’s jigsaw classes in Texas demonstrated that compared to

students in traditional classrooms, students in jigsaw classes showed

a decrease in prejudice and stereotyping and an increase in their

liking for their groupmates, both within and across ethnic groups.

Learning in this manner also improved student performance for the

Mexican American and African American children, while the

white students performed equally well in jigsaw and traditional

classrooms.123

Controlling your cognitions and values confrontation

Our own thoughts are spontaneous, and feel both natural and

inevitable to us. Stereotype reduction can also be practiced at the

individual cognition level through a strategy called stereotype sup-

pression. This mental strategy, which has been used for a range of

goals from curbing food cravings to controlling depressing thoughts,
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entails avoiding thinking of negative thoughts and replacing them

with distractor thoughts. In the case of stereotyped thinking, when

you find yourself applying stereotypes to a member of a certain

group, you replace them with non-stereotypical thoughts. Research

on the efficacy of stereotype suppression is mixed.124 In some cases,

deliberately trying to avoid thinking about a topic makes you think

about it even more, especially if you are a person with strong

prejudices. Margo Monteith125 and her colleagues tested this strat-

egy in a study in which people were given a photo of two gay men

who were a couple and were asked to write a passage about a typical

day in their life. Some of the participants were instructed to avoid

stereotypical preconceptions in their description, while others were

not given such instructions. For participants low in prejudice,

suppressing stereotypes was effective, while for those with strong

prejudice toward gays, suppressing the stereotypic thoughts actually

increased the accessibility of the stereotype.

Some individuals can avoid prejudicial responses if they have the

motivation and ability to do so. As a result of living in a prejudiced

society, stereotypes are often highly accessible and easily used.

However, for those individuals who strongly endorse egalitarian

values that conflict with initial stereotypical thinking (those who

fit the description of someone with a subtle prejudice), this discrep-

ancy in thinking can induce guilt which can be a motivator to

suppress prejudicial thinking. According to Patricia Devine126 and

her colleagues, many people want to do and say the right thing, and

the discrepancy between their spontaneous stereotypical thinking

and their nonprejudiced standards leads to feelings of compunction.

As a result, these individuals will be motivated to avoid subsequent

stereotyping.

Several researchers have found that when low-prejudice people

have been made aware that they have behaved in a way inconsist-

ent with their egalitarian values, they feel guilty and are motivated

to change their future behavior. This line of research is one of the
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few that have examined subtle or benign forms of bigotry and

prejudice reduction. Leanne Son Hing127 and her colleagues exam-

ined the role of hypocrisy induction as a successful prejudice reduc-

tion technique. White Canadian college students who were aversive

racists (those with low levels of explicit prejudice and high levels of

implicit prejudice) were compared with non-racists (those with low

levels of both implicit and explicit prejudice) on a hypocrisy induc-

tion task. Both groups were asked to write an essay on the import-

ance of treating people equally regardless of their race, gender, etc.

This was an easy task for all participants because they all espoused

non-prejudiced beliefs (at least explicitly). Next, half of the par-

ticipants in each group experienced the hypocrisy induction condi-

tion: they were asked to write about situations in which they acted

negatively toward an Asian person. Later, all participants were

asked to respond to an initiative to make financial cuts in various

student clubs, including the Asian Students’ Association’s budget.

They were told that the budget cuts were inevitable but that they

should give their opinion on which groups should be given reduced

budgets. Son Hing and her colleagues found that the hypocrisy

induction had a different effect on the participants’ behavior based

on whether or not the participant was truly non-prejudiced versus

only explicitly non-prejudiced (i.e. an aversive racist). Aversive

racists who were confronted with the discrepancy between publicly

advocating for equal rights in their essays, but then having to admit

to discriminating against Asians in the past, were less likely to cut

funds from the Asian Students’ Association compared to aversive

racists who did not experience the hypocrisy induction. Being

confronted with their own hypocrisy forced aversive racists to

become aware of the negative aspects of their attitudes that they

usually suppressed. In contrast, the truly low-prejudiced participants

had a different reaction to the hypocrisy induction. They we no less

likely to cut funds to the Asian Students’ Association compared to

those in the control condition (who did not experience hypocritical
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feelings). To summarize, aversive racists in the non-hypocrisy

inducing control condition tended to discriminate against Asians

by cutting their funding. However, in the hypocrisy condition,

aversive racists treated Asians positively when their negative atti-

tudes were made salient. The researchers suggest that aversive

racists need to experience consciousness raising to avoid behaving

in a discriminatory manner. When people are made aware of the

discrepancy between their ideal attitudes and the actual attitudes

reflected in behavior, negative feelings act as a sort of self-punishment

and motivate people to behave in non-discriminatory behavior.

The results of Son Hing’s study found that these processes work

for benign bigots (in this instance, aversive racists) but not for truly

low-prejudiced people.

Inducing empathy

Getting people to feel empathy toward a stigmatized group can play

a powerful role in prejudice reduction – particularly when, without

empathy, there is a risk of dehumanization. The work of Daniel

Batson and his colleagues demonstrated that attitudes toward

people with AIDS, homeless people, drug addicts, and even mur-

derers, in addition to whites’ attitudes toward people of color, can

become more positive with empathy. Much of this research happens

in a laboratory setting where participants are induced to feel

empathy toward members of some target group and then are asked

about their attitudes toward the target group later. One of Batson’s

studies128 found that, in addition to attitude change, empathy can

lead to behavior change in a positive direction toward a target

group. In this study, American college students (ethnicity

unknown) listened to a taped interview of a drug addict in which

he discusses his addiction and incarceration. In the control condi-

tion, participants were asked to remain “objective” while listening

to the interview, while in the “empathy” condition, participants
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were asked to imagine the feelings of the person being inter-

viewed. This simple difference in instruction had a significant

impact on how participants viewed, not only this particular addict,

but drug addicts in general. Participants in the empathy condition

were later found to feel more positive toward drug addicts and

were more likely to recommend increasing student funds for an

agency to help drug addicts, even while it meant taking money

away from other agencies and would not help the particular addict

they heard in the interview. So not only did participants who were

primed to think empathically feel different about drug addicts than

those told to remain “objective,” they also supported taking action

to help addicts to a greater degree. The participants’ responses

were not simply a reflection of sympathy expressed to help relieve

an individual’s need – they made choices about helping the stigma-

tized group, even though it did not benefit the particular person

who evoked the sympathy. In other words, care evoked by

empathy felt for a member of a stigmatized group can generalize

to the group and create motivation for action on behalf of the

entire group.

These strategies, as well as the strategies outlined in subsequent

chapters, should help in reducing reliance on schemas when

processing information about others, particularly those who are

different in some demographic characteristic.
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two

“They must be guilty of something”:
Myths of criminalization

But the thing is, you don’t have many suspects who are innocent of a

crime. That’s contradictory. If a person is innocent of a crime, then he is

not a suspect.

Former Attorney General of the United States, Edwin Meese1

In the early morning hours of July 23, 1999, law enforcement

officers raided homes and arrested 46 residents on drug charges in

the small west Texas town of Tulia. Forty of those arrested were

African Americans, representing about 10% of the town’s African

American population. Local television stations were alerted in

advance of the raids, and cameras rolled as suspects, many of whom

were not allowed to get fully dressed, were led out of their homes

into squad cars. The arrests were based on white undercover officer

Tom Coleman’s 18-month investigation. And while no drugs,

weapons, or large sums of cash were found at any of the residences,

38 of the 46 were convicted, based, in most cases, solely on

Coleman’s testimony that the suspects had sold him drugs.

Coleman did not wear a wire or take notes during the purported

transactions, and there were no eyewitnesses or video records.
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Judges ruled information about Coleman’s checkered past inadmis-

sible at the trials. No African Americans served as jurors on any of

the cases. The first trial concluded with resident Joe Moore being

sentenced to 90 years in prison. Another suspect got 300 years.

These exorbitant sentences prompted many suspects who were

awaiting trial and who saw the inevitability of conviction, to plea

bargain in order to receive less jail time. Undercover officer

Coleman was rewarded for his work by being named Law Enforce-

ment Officer of the Year by the Texas State Attorney General.

Over the next four years, the cases against the Tulia residents began

to unravel. It was discovered that undercover officer Tom Coleman

had a history of racism, perjury, and intimidation and harassment of

informants. Eventually, the work of New York Times journalist Bob

Herbert, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored

People, and the American Civil Liberties Union turned up the true

story of Tulia and Tom Coleman. Eventually, 35 of the 38 convic-

tions were overturned and Tom Coleman was indicted for perjury

by a grand jury.

How does such a grave injustice happen in a country where one is

presumed innocent until proven guilty? Some say it’s the failed drug

war. Local drug task forces are financed by the federal government in

such a way that the more arrests they make, the more funding they

get. Racism and classism surely played a role. Those who were

arrested were black and poor. They could not afford expensive

defense attorneys. And for many of the television viewers who

watched the arrests on television and read about the arrests in

their local papers, it just made sense that the disheveled African

American suspects could be up to no good.After the arrests, one local

newspaper headline read “Tulia streets cleared of garbage.”2 To

many, the suspects just looked as though they were guilty of something.

This chapter examines the sociocognitive mechanisms that lead

many to believe that those who are accused of crimes are probably

guilty of something. There are many excellent analyses of the US
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drug war,3 and racism and classism in the criminal justice system at

the policy level (e.g. prisons).4 But my analysis focuses on thinking

at the individual level, thinking which can lead many to believe that

criminal suspects are guilty until proven innocent (and in some

cases, even when suspects are exonerated via DNA testing, pro-

secutors continue to resist the seemingly conclusive evidence of the

new outcome).5 While my focus is on individual thinking, cogni-

tion at the individual level affects and is affected by procedures,

policies, laws, and engrained values inherent to the criminal justice

system. Therefore, the connection between the micro-level think-

ing that psychologists are concerned with, and macro-level issues

should also be clear in this chapter. The organization of this chapter

does take the reader through the stages of the criminal justice

process, but I begin even earlier with people’s mental associations

of people of color with crime, this being present even before a crime

is committed. The research presented in this section demonstrates

many people’s proclivity toward assuming that ethnic minorities are

associated with crime. Next, the ways in which bias and bigotry can

affect each stage of the criminal justice process are examined. Each

stage of the process can produce both errors in thinking and

mythical assumptions that set in motion a trajectory of injustice

from suspicion through sentencing. Finally, as in all chapters in this

book, the last section deals with strategies for preventing many of

the errors and injustices described in this chapter.

Crime and color

My youngest son was arrested last year. Police came to my house looking

for an armed robbery suspect, 5-foot-8 inches with long hair. They took

my son, 6-foot-3 with short braids. They made my daughter, 14, fresh

from the shower and dressed for bed, lie facedown in wet grass and

handcuffed her. They took my grandson, 8, from the bed where he slept

and made him sit on the sidewalk beside her.

Leonard Pitts, Jr.6
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The above quote is the beginning of an article, entitled, “Black’s

presumed guilt hits a little too close to home,” written by Leonard

Pitts, Jr., an African American. The experience faced by his son

is typical for African American families but not for white families.

Pitts’ son, who obviously did not fit the description of the robbery

suspect, save for the fact that both are black, spent two weeks in jail

before the charges were dropped. When it comes to criminal sus-

pects, the sentiments often seem to be that any black man will do.7

It is simply easier and more automatic to associate crime with

blackness or brownness than with whiteness.8 This is especially true

for violent crime. For many, when they hear about a drug bust or

a shooting, they spontaneously conjure up an image of an African

American man more often than that of a white man. That’s why, in

1994, when Susan Smith drowned her two sons, to cover up her

crime she fabricated a story about a black man abducting the

children. Or why, in 2005, “runaway bride” Jennifer Wilbanks

concocted a story about being kidnapped and raped by a Latino

man. Or why, in 1989, Charles Stuart shot his wife in the head and

shot himself in the abdomen, but attempted to blame the incident

on an African American man.9 Or why, in October, 2008, shortly

before the US presidential election, a white campaign worker for

presidential candidate John McCain concocted then recanted a

story that a 6-foot-4 black man attacked her and carved a “B” (for

“Barack”) in her face showing his support for African American

candidate Barack Obama.10

Crime coverage in the news media and in reality shows like Cops

help viewers make these quick and easy associations. In her review

of studies on media portrayals of ethnic minorities, Mary Beth

Oliver11 found several disturbing patterns: African American men

are overrepresented as criminal suspects and underrepresented as

victims of crime in comparison to actual crime statistics. The

opposite is true for whites: they are underrepresented as perpetrators

and overrepresented as victims. African American men, like those
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arrested in Tulia, Texas, are also more likely to be portrayed in the

media as threatening and menacing (e.g. handcuffed, physically

restrained by police officers, poorly dressed, etc.) than white

suspects. Oliver found that when whites have been exposed to

these racist portrayals, they can easily call to mind negative racial

attitudes later. What’s worse, crime stories reported on the news

that did not reveal the race of the suspect still prompted negative

racial attitudes among white viewers. In other words, there is a

tendency for whites, when thinking about crime, to conjure up

stereotypes about crime and blackness, even when a particular

crime does not involve African Americans. Oliver found that when

white readers were exposed to a newspaper story about a violent

crime, they were more likely to attribute the suspect’s behavior to

his disposition (e.g. violent personality), than to situational factors

(e.g. suspect recently lost his job) if the suspect was black rather

than white. This suggests that there is a perceived stability and

permanence to black crime – “that’s just how those people are” –

whereas white crime is assumed to be more transient and situ-

ational. Once viewers’ conceptual frameworks about the “violent

black male” are in place, exposure to violent crime alone is suffici-

ent to evoke these schemas and to influence subsequent judgments.

Mental association of race with crime leads people to judge the

same behavior by African Americans and whites differently.

A study of white American university students by Eaaron

Henderson-King and Richard Nisbett12 found that observing or

even hearing about an African American man’s negative actions

caused whites to avoid contact with a different black man later.

The same respondents who saw an African American man behave

negatively, subsequently perceived African Americans in general as

more hostile. In other words, the behavior of one member of a

minority group is generalized to other members of that same group –

individual people of color are stand-ins for their entire group.

In contrast, participants in Henderson-King and Nisbett’s study
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did not base their judgments of white men on the negative behavior

of one white man. Whites were viewed as individuals, not as repre-

sentative members of an ethnic group. In fact, in their study, when

the student participants observed a white man behaving negatively,

they subsequently avoided an African American man! Perhaps just

witnessing a negative interaction, regardless of the race of the

interactants, made the white participants want to be more comfort-

able, associating only with “their own” versus “others.” As we found

in the “They all look alike” chapter, and Mary Beth Oliver’s work

described above, people tend to attribute the negative actions of

outgroup members to dispositional rather than situational factors,

whereas similar actions by ingroup members are more often assu-

med to be the result of situational factors.13 Henderson-King and

Nisbett further found that those who witnessed or heard about a

black man doing something negative minimized the existing power

difference between whites and African Americans in the US,

compared to those who witnessed or heard about a black man doing

something neutral or positive, or a white man doing something

negative. In other words, when a single African American man

does something bad, whites tend to generalize that to all African

American men, and then the threat they feel when they witness

this negative behavior makes them less sympathetic to the struggles

of African Americans in the United States.

Automatic associations and the police officer’s dilemma

How do these automatic associations linking ethnic minorities with

violence and crime actually relate to real crimes and real suspects?

The 1999 shooting death of Amadou Diallo14 by four New York

City police officers provides a good illustration of that relationship.

Diallo, a West African immigrant with no criminal record, fit the

general description of a serial rapist being sought by the police.

When the four officers approached Diallo and ordered him to stop,
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he began reaching into his pocket for his wallet, but the officers,

believing that he was reaching for a gun, fired forty-one shots at the

unarmed man, killing him instantly.

We do not know exactly what went through the minds of those

NYPD officers who had to make the split decision to shoot or not to

shoot. But there are simulation studies that give us a glimpse into

the patterns of the quick decisions law enforcement officers make

based on race, what has been referred to as the police officer’s

dilemma. Joshua Correll and his colleagues15 had African American

and white participants play a video game simulation in which they

had to decide whether or not to shoot a “suspect” holding an

ambiguous looking object. If the suspect was holding a cell phone,

the respondent had to refrain from shooting but if the suspect was

holding a gun, the respondent had to shoot. Participants were faced

with either a black or white suspect. Monetary awards were pro-

vided to the participants to encourage speed and accuracy. Results

of the study revealed that participants fired at an armed target more

quickly if he was African American than if he was white, and they

decided not to shoot an unarmed white target more quickly than an

unarmed African American target. The tendency to make more

false alarms (shooting the unarmed person) than misses was more

pronounced when the target was black than white. That is, they

tended to shoot unarmed African Americans more often than

unarmed whites. If a target was African American, respondents

required less certainty that he was, in fact, holding a gun, before

they decided to shoot him. Thus, race (or ideas about race) inter-

fered with the ability of the respondents to be accurate. This

pattern occurred among both white and black participants – that

is, African American participants were quicker to shoot at the black

unarmed suspect than the white unarmed suspect. Surely respond-

ents could have performed perfectly on the task by simply focusing

on the object in the target’s hand, completely ignoring race. But

participants were overwhelmed by their associative link between
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violence and black men. After Correll’s main experiment, white

participants were measured on their ability to recognize the faces of

the African American and white targets they had seen. White

participants were less accurate at recognizing the faces of African

American targets than white targets when they were subsequently

asked if they’d seen the face before – in other words, for whites,

African Americans all look alike.

While Correll’s study is only a video simulation study, it demon-

strates the automatic and non-conscious link for many people

between African American men and violence and may be a glimpse

into the reactions of the NYPD officers who shot and killed Amadou

Diallo. The finding in the Correll study about the inability of white

respondents to distinguish the faces of African Americans as accur-

ately as those of whites finds further support in a study, also on crime,

conducted by Mary Beth Oliver and Dana Fonash.16 In their study,

white US college students read about either a violent or non-violent

crime that involved either a white or black suspect. They were later

shown photographs of white and black men and asked whether or not

they had seen the men before in the stories they had read. Readers

were more likely to misidentify the (wrong) black man as the suspect

than the (wrong) white man but only when the crime was a violent

one. For white respondents, violent black suspects again tended to all

look alike. It was easier for a white person to misidentify African

American suspects, especially when they were suspects in violent

crimes. These findings suggest that there could be problems in

identifying suspects in police photos or lineups. There are significant

implications here for relying upon the accuracy of the eyewitness

testimony of white witnesses in cases involving black suspects.

Bias during investigations and arrests

Contrary to one of our most cherished American ideals – the

assumption that a suspect is considered innocent until proven
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guilty – bias operates in forceful ways from the early stages in the

criminal justice process. Once a suspect has been identified, police

tend to stop searching for other suspects and stop pursuing other

leads. This narrowed focus is due, in part, to the lack of resources

departments have to maintain investigations of several individuals

simultaneously. Perhaps as important as the constraints of material

resources, however, is the operation of specific cognitive processes.

Once investigators and prosecutors have targeted a suspect and

have justified the massive amount of time required for a thorough

investigation, there is a tendency to close off alternatives to further

justify their pursuit of the main suspect. The reasoning runs some-

thing like this:How can I try so hard to identify and build a case against

a suspect if there might be other suspects out there?

Part of the reason the public believes that those who are sus-

pected of a crime are actually guilty is due to the belief that there

are many “safety nets” during the sequence of events of the criminal

justice process that protect the innocent from wrongful suspicion

and conviction. Many believe that if a suspect is truly innocent,

the truth will come out at some time during the process. In his

compilation of the literature that unites psychology and law, Saul

Kassin17 finds, in fact, innocence actually puts innocents at specific

risk for being found guilty. In other words, suspects who are actually

innocent of a crime are at more risk than those who are actually

guilty, when it comes to assumptions of guilt. According to Kassin,

there are five critical points in the judicial process that are espe-

cially risky for innocent suspects.

Risk #1: Police overconfidence and the presumption of guilt

The first risk to innocent suspects is law enforcement officers’

overconfidence in their ability to track the correct leads, and the

fact that narrowing the pool of suspects actually tends to lead those

involved in pursuing criminal investigations to presume guilt
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prematurely. For people in general, once we form an impression,

we unwittingly seek, interpret, and create observational data that

verify that impression. This tendency reveals an inversion of the

conventional wisdom: “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it.”

In the criminal justice process, after the early stages of investigation

and identification of a suspect, the wisdom is perhaps captured in

this way: “I wouldn’t have seen it if I hadn’t believed it.” Across many

studies, trained professionals, compared to naı̈ve controls, exhibit a

proclivity to judge targets as being deceptive. An assumption for

many police officers seems to be: “You can tell if a suspect is lying by

whether he is moving his lips.”18

Once suspects are identified, gaining accurate information about

their whereabouts at the time of the crime and alibi can be difficult

because as soon as an individual becomes a suspect, he or she

becomes the suspect. This motivates investigators to look at the

circumstances and facts of the case only in terms of their particular

suspect – as if there are no other possible suspects. Once investi-

gators put together a story in which the circumstances fit the

suspect, it’s difficult to perceive alternatives. This creates a (some-

times false) sense of confidence for the investigators and puts

them on a track that seems to inevitably point to the already

identified suspect.

Two studies on interrogations and confessions conducted by Saul

Kassin illustrate how investigators’ assumptions can hamper their

ability to detect deception accurately. In one study, Kassin and his

colleagues19 tested the accuracy of law enforcement officers and

students in judging confessions, both true and false. Kassin showed

the mostly white American students and police officers either video

or audiotapes of male prisoners giving either a true confession (of

the crime they actually committed) or a scripted false confession.

One might expect that police officers, with their training and

experience, would be able to detect subtle clues or the common

tells in a suspect that reveal deception – lack of eye contact,
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stammering and stuttering speech, nervous fidgeting, perhaps. The

results were surprising. Neither students nor law enforcement

performed better than would be predicted by chance. Rolling dice

to decide who was telling the truth and who was lying would have

yielded about the same results. But there were surprising results

between groups. First, law enforcement officers actually performed

worse than did students – students were accurate 59% of the time

and law enforcement officers 48%. How can this be? The most

likely explanation is that law enforcement training, instead of

facilitating accuracy, possibly hinders it by introducing systematic

bias that reduces overall judgment accuracy. Police training entails

the use of many visual cues such as gaze aversion, non-frontal

posture, slouching, and grooming gestures that are supposedly typi-

cal of deception. It appears that law enforcement officers develop

schemas that are more elaborate and extreme versions of the

common-sense evaluative schemas already used by civilians in

everyday life.

Police officers, compared to students, presume guilt more often.

In this study, the officers guessed that 65% of the confessions were

true compared with students who guessed that 55% were true (half

of the confessions were true). What’s more, police officers were

more confident in their assessments than were college students and

confidence was negatively correlated with accuracy! That means

the more confident the observer, the less accurate the judgment.

Finally, raters (regardless of whether they were students or law

enforcement officers) made more accurate judgments when they

listened to the confessions on audiotape rather than when they

watched video in addition to listening to the audiotape. It seems

that the visual cues people use to determine guilt or innocence

actually contribute to their inaccuracy – judges are better off just

listening.

Bias and the tendency to “see guilt” affect all stages of the

criminal justice process, even after the investigation, arrest, and
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interrogation. A dramatic example of the effects of this type of bias

was revealed in the 2002 scandal that drew national attention and

forced the Houston, Texas, Police Department Crime Lab to close

its doors because of widespread fraud and incompetence.20 Crime

analysts were found to have acted as a kind of “rubber stamp” for

the police department, tailoring lab reports to fit the theories of the

prosecution, and ignoring exculpatory evidence that would have

excluded defendants.21 It is unclear whether or not these serious

mistakes were the result of conscious efforts or non-conscious

thinking, although the mistakes always favored the prosecution.22

The implications for fairness and accuracy in the criminal justice

system are widespread. Police officers are, in effect, trained to

presume guilt. Their confidence in lie detection blinds them to

accurate evaluation of evidence. When officers have been asked

whether or not they are worried that they might be interrogating

innocent people and presuming they are guilty, a common response

from police is: “No, because I do not interrogate innocent people.”23

That people were more accurate when they listened to confessions

without video has implications for training because many law

enforcement investigators believe the way they detect characteris-

tics about a suspect is visual – body language, visibly detectable

nervousness, etc.

Despite training, professional standards, and popular notions,

there is no group of people (e.g. police, FBI, psychotherapists) that

reliably differentiates lies from truths at levels that are better than

by chance. People from fields that provide lie detection training

usually do not perform better than do civilian college students.24

Risk #2: Innocents waive crucial rights

Naively believing that truth and justice will prevail, innocent

suspects often waive their rights to be questioned and have an

attorney present. This is the second risk described by Kassin.
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Innocent suspects overestimate their ability to prove their innocence.

They think that because they have nothing to hide, they would

look guilty if they didn’t waive their Miranda rights. The Miranda

warning was established in 1966 to protect suspects against coerced

confessions and self-incrimination. Ever since the landmark US

Supreme Court decision, Miranda vs. Arizona, police must warn

suspects of certain rights before starting an interrogation. These

rights include the right to remain silent when in police custody.

Suspects do not need to talk or answer any questions law enforce-

ment may ask. Suspects also have the right to an attorney, either

hired or court-appointed if they cannot afford one.

Relevant to the discussion here, innocent individuals and those

who have no prior felony record are more likely to waive their

Miranda rights than those with a history of criminal justice experi-

ence. The waiving of these crucial rights means that suspects allow

police to interrogate them with no protection from an attorney.

Those with criminal justice experience seem to better know

their rights and protect themselves in ways that innocent people

do not. In one of Kassin’s25 studies, some participants (mostly white

American college students) committed a mock theft and some did

not, but all were suspects. Those who were innocent were much

more likely to sign a waiver giving up important protections than

those who were guilty (81% vs. 36%). Those who were innocent

were also more likely to waive a regular police line up and instead

agreed to a one-on-one “show-up” with the victim – a procedure

that put them in more danger of being identified by the victim.

Among guilty participants, only 47% waived the line up; but among

the innocents, 100% waived the line up.

Why do innocent people waive these important rights, while

those who are guilty tend not to? According to Saul Kassin, there

are at least two reasons. First, innocent people tend to believe in an

illusion of transparency, which is the tendency to overestimate the

extent to which people’s true thoughts, emotions, and motivations
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can be seen by others. Their thinking seems to be, If I am honest and

show that I have nothing to hide, they will see that I am not guilty.

In terms of waiving a line up, the innocent suspect figures, I didn’t

commit the crime so a witness cannot identify me.

A second reason why innocent suspects put themselves at risk by

waiving important rights is because they tend to believe in a just

world.26 Belief in a just world is a construct that explains a host of

phenomena from why people tend to blame rape victims for being

raped (e.g. “What was she doing drunk at a fraternity party?”) to

why the guilty-of-something myth persists. The belief in a just

world is the belief that good things happen to good people and

bad things happen to bad people. It’s the notion that if we are

good, decent, hard-working individuals who pull ourselves up by

our bootstraps, good things will come our way. If something bad

happens to us, we must have done something to deserve it. The

belief produces the idea that when people are accused of a crime,

they must be guilty of something. Believing in a just world is functional

in that it makes people feel better. It allows people to believe that

the world is a just and predictable place. For the purposes of our

discussion here, innocent people’s belief in a just world contributes

to their sometimes faulty belief that the truth will come out in

the end. From the perspective of those judging others, the belief

contributes to the myth that if someone is accused of a crime, he or

she must be guilty of something because it would be too difficult to

cope with the fact that sometimes an innocent person is railroaded

into being found guilty. People want to believe that the legal system

is just.

Risk #3: Police interrogate innocents more aggressively

The third risk to innocent suspects is that, in spite of or

because of their plausible and vigorous denials, they trigger highly

confrontational interrogations by interrogators. Kassin’s study
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described earlier comparing students’ and law enforcement

officers’ ability to detect true and false confessions only looked

at the judgments of confessions, not the interactive dynamics of

interrogations. Do police question innocent and guilty suspects

differently? Are there techniques that interrogators use that put

innocent people at risk for prosecution and even conviction?

Another set of studies conducted by Kassin27 addresses these

questions.

Once an interaction transitions from interview, gathering infor-

mation from witnesses and potential suspects, to interrogation,

investigators believe they have gotten the correct suspect. The

interrogation is a guilt-presumptive process. While innocent sus-

pects might hope that interrogators will remain open-minded

enough to hear them out, once an interrogation begins, the focus

for investigators becomes narrowed to the point that investigators

have a set of beliefs that they are committed to and now they just

need to obtain a confession. What happens when Risk #2, which

often involves waiving the right to counsel, and the presumption of

guilt of Risk #3, combine? Kassin refers to a three-step chain of

events: “a perceiver forms a belief about a target person; the per-

ceiver behaves toward the target in a manner that conforms to that

belief; and the target responds in turn, often behaving in ways that

support the perceiver’s belief.”28 Thus the interrogation itself

amounts to a process that confirms guilt in the interrogator’s mind.

And again, because innocent suspects tend to waive their rights to

an attorney, these interrogations tend to occur without the pres-

ence of counsel.

A laboratory study can tell us how the interrogation process

might be different, depending on whether the interrogator

approaches the procedure presuming guilt or innocence. Kassin

performed such a study in which he could control relevant vari-

ables, such as the type of crime, and actual innocence or guilt.

In this two-phase study, Kassin and his colleagues29 instructed
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mostly white American college students steal $100 (other

students were placed in a similar situation but were instructed

not to steal the $100). After the theft, the stealers and the non-

stealers were interviewed. Other students served as investigators

and were divided into two groups: those who were told that most

suspects were innocent and those who were told that most sus-

pects were guilty. The “investigators,” girded with the assumption

of either guilt or innocence, were instructed to interrogate one of

the suspects. Did the presumption of guilt or innocence affect

how the investigators behaved toward the suspects? Yes. Investi-

gators who were led to expect guilt rather than innocence asked

more guilt-presumptive questions (e.g. “How did you find the key

that was hidden behind the VCR?”) and exerted more pressure

(e.g. repeated accusations) to get a confession. In the second

phase of the experiment, audiotapes of the interrogations were

played to independent observers during which they judged the

presumed guilt or innocence of the suspects they heard being

interrogated. According to the neutral observers, the suspects

judged to be the most anxious, defensive, and guilty, were the

suspects who were actually innocent (as opposed to those who

stole the $100) and who were paired with guilt-presumptive (as

opposed to innocence-presumptive) investigators. According to

observers, the suspects who told the most plausible denial stories,

yet brought out the worst in the interrogators, were innocent

suspects. Thus, the most pressure-filled sessions occurred when

innocent suspects were paired with guilt-presuming investigators!

Again, the police interrogation is a guilt-presumptive process that

sets into motion a set of assumptions and biases on the part of

investigators when hearing an innocent person resisting guilt and

telling a plausible story of denial, instead of carefully weighing the

information and adjusting their judgments of the suspect, denials

seem to make interrogators work doubly hard at obtaining a

confession.
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Risk #4: Coercive interrogations and false confessions

Certain interrogation techniques, such as isolation and the presen-

tation of false evidence, increase the fourth risk to innocent sus-

pects, the risk of a false confession. But certainly, truly innocent

people would never confess to a crime they didn’t commit, right?

Before the students in my “Psychology and the Law” course read the

article that describes the next study, I ask if any of them would ever

confess to a crime they did not commit. At first, they all confidently

answer “no.” After some discussion, a few students admit that if

they were being tortured under threat of death, they might make a

false confession. People simply do not believe someone would make

a false confession. Many believe that under no circumstances

would they give a false confession. If they didn’t do it, they didn’t

do it. But another study performed by Saul Kassin shows that

getting people to make false confessions involves a lot less pressure

than torture. Kassin and Katherine Kiechel30 asked mostly white

American college students to type letters on a keyboard in what was

supposedly a study on reaction time – participants had to keep up

with typing a fast-paced reading of information on a keyboard. At

one point, participants were accused of causing the experimenter’s

computer to crash by pressing on the keyboard the ALT key they

had been instructed to avoid. Subsequently, the students were asked

to sign a confession. All participants were actually innocent and

all “suspects” initially (correctly) denied that they pressed the ALT

key. In some sessions, a planted accomplice of the experiment

told the experimenter that she had witnessed the participant hit

the forbidden key; in others she said she had not seen what

happened. Thus, in some versions of the procedure there was an

eyewitness. This false eyewitness evidence significantly increased

the number of students who eventually agreed to sign a written

confession, from 65% (when there was no witness) to 100% (when

there was a witness). The presentation of false evidence also
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increased the number of participants who eventually believed they

were truly responsible for this outcome to 100%. That is, while no

one initially admitted to hitting the dreaded key, after some ques-

tioning by the experimenter and the presentation of a witness,

everyone signed the confession. Furthermore, when the participants

were asked how the accident happened, 35% made up details

consistent with their confession that they pressed the ALT key.

That is, they confabulated details that were in line with their (false)

confessions. For instance, they stated, “I hit it with the side of my

right hand after you called out the ‘A’.” Again, all participants were

actually innocent.

While the Kassin and Kiechel study was a laboratory experiment

whose participants were college students and the study did not

mimic the high stakes and extreme stress involved in being falsely

accused of an actual crime, it does illustrate how susceptible one

can be to influence. In Kassin and Kiechel’s study, there really was

no motivation to confess, but with the presentation of (false)

incriminating evidence in this moderately stressful situation

(fast-paced key strokes), eventually all “suspects” did confess.

Replications of this study have been conducted with similar results

in conditions which include financial consequences,31 and also

with juveniles,32 who are especially vulnerable to making false

confessions.

Three processes commonly used in interrogations and taught

in interrogation training manuals are: isolation, confrontation, and

minimization. These three processes can lead to false confessions. Pro-

longed periods of isolation, coupled with fatigue and sleep deprivation,

can heighten susceptibility to being influenced and can impair one’s

ability to make complex decisions. Interrogations producing confes-

sions that are later found to be false tend to be longer than other

interrogations. As Kassin reports, typical interrogations last 3 to 4

hours, but interrogations that produce confessions that are later found

to be false averaged 16 hours. Once a suspect is isolated, interrogators
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can confront suspects with false DNA evidence supposedly linking

them to the crime, they can present phony eyewitnesses, and they

can claim that the suspect failed a polygraph. All of these techniques

are legal and admissible in US courts.33 That’s right, an interrogator

can lie to a suspect about evidence, eyewitnesses, and polygraph data.

As we saw in Kassin and Kiechel’s “ALT key” study, false evidence

greatly increases the risk that innocent people will confess to acts they

did not commit. The third step in interrogations is a process called

minimization. To ensure a confession, the interrogator uses minimizing

techniques such as providing a moral justification for committing the

crime such as, “I’m sure she had it coming,” face-saving excuses,

explaining that the crime was accidental, or saying that the suspect

was provoked or impaired by drugs. Minimization techniques can also

include promises of leniency by the court. All along, the interrogator

implies that as soon as the suspect confesses, he or she can go home.

Risk #5: How could anyone give a false confession?

Again, police, judges, jurors, and lay people have extreme difficulty

believing anyone would confess to a crime they hadn’t committed.

The fifth risk to innocent suspects then, according to Kassin, is the

resistance to believing that people would actually confess to a crime

they did not commit. It has already been established that law

enforcement officers are no better (and are, in some cases, worse)

than college students at differentiating true confessions from false.

For juries, confessions carry more weight than eyewitness testi-

mony. People do not fully discount a confession, even when it is

logically and legally appropriate to do so. The belief that suspects

are guilty of something is so powerful that prosecutors sometimes

continue to deny innocence even after DNA tests unequivocally clear

the wrongfully convicted confessor. Their gut tells them the person is

still guilty. Kassin states three reasons why innocence is not often

detectable: first, people tend to take “facts” at face value. If people
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confess, we believe them. People also tend to discount the extent to

which situational factors (e.g. a stressful interrogation) impacts behav-

ior. Second, people are not very good at deception detection. It has

already been established that law enforcement officers are no better at

distinguishing true confessions from false than are college students

who do so at the rate of chance. Third, police-induced false confes-

sions often contain content cues, such as vivid details, that people

associate with truth-telling. To conclude this section, Kassin states:

Reflecting a fundamental belief in a just world and in the transpar-

ence of their own blameless status, however, those who stand falsely

accused also have faith that their innocence will become self-evident

to others. As a result, they cooperate with police, often not realizing

that they are suspects, not witnesses; they waive their rights to

silence, counsel, and a lineup; they agree to take lie-detector tests;

they vehemently protest their innocence, unwittingly triggering

aggressive interrogation behavior; and they succumb to pressures to

confess when isolated, trapped by false evidence, and offered hope

via minimization and the leniency it implies.34

Kassin’s studies were conducted with white participants and white

convicts. From what we have learned about race and the criminal

justice system, this process for a person of color could be even more

risky.

An ancillary to falsely confessing to a crime not committed is

the occurrence of pleading guilty to a crime not committed. While

it may seem unimaginable, if a suspect is faced with overwhelming

evidence, or, like in the Tulia case, sees peers convicted on similar

evidence, suspects might plead guilty to a crime they did not

commit in order to ensure a shorter prison term.

Bias in the courtroom: How jurors perceive defendants

and interpret evidence

This next section deals with sociocognitive processes that are

relevant after a criminal defendant has been arrested and indicted.
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It addresses how juries interpret information and how their inter-

pretations influence the decisions they make.

Inadmissible evidence as an opportunity for bias

The area of inadmissible evidence is another area that holds great

potential for the study of subtle bias. Inadmissible evidence is infor-

mation that is presented by an attorney or a witness during a trial,

but is then struck from the record by the judge for any number of

reasons. Inadmissible evidence is often incriminating evidence that

was obtained without a search warrant. When this information is

presented, the judge has the discretion to have the information

struck from the official court record and informs the jury that it

should not use this information in its deliberations. Essentially,

jurors are instructed to forget they ever heard the information.

Disregarding the information is easier said than done. There is a

saying among trial lawyers; “You can’t unring a bell.” There are many

studies that find that when you ask someone not to think about an

object, they can think only about that object! The consensus

among social psychologists, therefore, is that jurors do tend to allow

inadmissible information to influence their decisions.35 The differ-

ential use of inadmissible information based on race or gender of a

defendant or witness is a good way to assess subtle prejudice because

a juror doesn’t have to admit she is using inadmissible evidence in

her decision. She may not even know she is relying on it.

Sometimes jurors are capable of obeying a judge’s order to dismiss

evidence, but sometimes jurors are not, and are instead influenced by

disallowed evidence. For instance, jurors are more likely to disregard

inadmissible evidence that is unreliable than inadmissible evidence

that seems reliable but was obtained improperly (e.g. obtaining drugs

by an illegal search).36 Jurors seem motivated to make what they

believe to be the correct (what they perceive as a “just”) decision

even if it means not complying with a judge’s instructions.
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Gordon Hodson and his colleagues37 investigated whether subtle

bias may be a factor in jurors’ handling of inadmissible evidence.

They found that the harshest treatment was for black defendants in

cases where some evidence had been ruled inadmissible. In a jury

simulation study, white college students in the United Kingdom

were presented with legal documents based on an actual legal case

and were asked to make decisions, such as a recommended sen-

tence, about the case. The students read about either a white or

black defendant in a case that either contained inadmissible evi-

dence or did not. Those students assigned to a case with inadmis-

sible evidence were told in advance: “in the documents there may be

evidence that has been ruled to be inadmissible by the judge. In the

interest of ensuring realism/validity, please disregard the information

that has been ruled inadmissible.” In other words, there were four

different versions of the case: students read about either a white

or black defendant with documents containing admissible evidence,

or about a white or black defendant with documents containing

inadmissible evidence. The details of the case in each condition

were otherwise identical. The case was one of robbery and the

inadmissible evidence was improperly obtained DNA evidence.

Note that the inadmissible information, although highly reliable

scientific evidence, was illegally obtained. Participants read the

information and were asked about the defendant’s guilt, a recom-

mended sentence, the likelihood that the defendant would re-

offend, whether the defendant was rehabilitatable, and whether his

sentence should be reduced later for good behavior. Results were

consistent with the dynamics of subtle racism. The students judged

the black defendant in the admissible condition as less guilty than

they judged the white defendant, recommended shorter sentences

for the black person than the white, and tended to perceive the

likelihood of re-offending to be lower for the black than the white

defendant. In stark contrast, when the evidence was ruled inadmis-

sible, participants rated the black defendant as more likely to be
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guilty than the white, recommended longer sentences than those

recommended for the white, and perceived the likelihood of

re-offending to be significantly greater for the black defendant than

for the white defendant. Overall, the harshest ratings against the

defendant came when a black defendant was judged and there was

inadmissible evidence.

Why does this particular combination of black defendant and

inadmissible evidence produce such harsh judgments? In other words,

why do jurors tend to weigh inadmissible evidence more heavily

when the defendant is black? The inadmissible condition presents

an opportunity allowing presumably non-racial motives, such as the

juror’s desire to avoid letting a guilty person go free, to influence a

juror’s decision. In other words, the participant could defend her

judgment by stating that she did not want to let a guilty person go,

so she “used” inadmissible evidence to make what she believed

was a just decision. The finding that people are able to adjust for

this influence when judging white defendants, thus eliminating the

impact of an important piece of incriminating evidence in their

judgments of whites and leading to weaker perceptions of guilt, is

consistent with previous studies showing that whites are inclined to

give the benefit of the doubt to other whites. In this study, the

participants did not extend the same benefit to black defendants.

When the evidence was admissible, the only reason for judging

a black defendant harshly (compared to a white) was race – the

research participants in this condition likely did not want to appear

racist so they did not judge the black defendant harshly in the

admissible condition – they were actually more lenient toward

the black defendant than the white in this condition. However,

the inadmissible condition gave white participants an excuse

to judge the black defendant more punitively than the white

defendant. Discriminatory behavior was rationalized on non-racial

grounds – participants can reason, It’s not because the defendant is

black that I believe he’s guilty, I just don’t want a guilty person to go free.
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Another study38 found similar responses among white US college

students with the additional finding that they felt they were less

affected by the inadmissible information when the defendant was

black than when he was white. The authors speculated that

research participants encountering a black defendant may have

been reluctant to admit that their verdicts would have been differ-

ent if they had not been exposed to the inadmissible evidence.

Because participants were instructed to disregard the evidence,

failure to comply with this instruction could have been perceived

by others and themselves as racist.

So inadmissible information is “useful” to participants judging a

defendant’s guilt or innocence, even when they are admonished by

a judge to not use it. One area of research we do not yet know about

is the way in which exculpatory evidence – information that could

lead to acquittal – is considered by jurors depending on the race of

the defendant. Social psychology studies have not yet addressed the

use of exculpatory information.

Bias in convictions and sentencing

Several aspects of sentencing can reveal bias. For instance, it has long

been known that in the US, the typical sentence for the possession or

sale of crack cocaine is significantly longer than the typical sentence

for the possession or sale of powder cocaine. Pharmacologically

identical, crack cocaine is manufactured simply from powder cocaine.

Crack is made from a mixture of powder cocaine, baking soda, and

water that is cooked and cooled until a solid “rock” is formed that can

be broken and sold in small quantities. Many allege that differences

in the penalties associated with rock and powder cocaine exist

because whites and middle- and upper-class users and sellers deal

with powder, while non-whites and lower-class users deal with

crack.39 This section explores the differential treatment in convic-

tions and sentencing, based on race and other demographic factors.
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There are two ways to explore bias in convictions and senten-

cing: by examining decisions from actual cases based on archival

research and by examining decisions made in experimental or

simulation studies using mock jurors. In addition to the wealth of

information that can be derived from archival studies on sentences

resulting from actual convictions, data can also be gleaned using

results of simulation studies conducted by social psychologists

in which mock jurors (often college students or jury-eligible

community samples) are utilized.

Archival studies of actual decisions

In archival studies, court records are analyzed to determine whether

or not there is a relationship between sentencing decisions and, say,

the race of the defendant. David Mustard40 examined the senten-

cing disparities of forty-one offenses outlined by the United States

Sentencing Commission. Mustard examined all of those who were

sentenced in the US federal court system over a three-year period, a

total of 77,236 cases. African Americans and Latina/os with the

same criminal history received longer sentences than did whites for

committing the same offense in the same district. Offenders who

did not graduate from high school received longer sentences than

did offenders with college degrees. Low income offenders received

longer sentences than did higher income offenders. US citizens

received lower sentences than did non-US citizens.41

When Mustard examined the six most frequently committed

crimes, there were specific racial discrepancies. Drug trafficking

and bank robbery figures indicate the largest black–white differ-

ences. For instance, regarding drug trafficking, blacks are assigned

sentences that are 14% longer than those for whites. There are also

differences in terms of who is assigned prison time, rather than

probation. Whites are more likely than Latina/os and African

Americans to be assigned no prison term. Citizens are less likely

to receive a sentence than non-citizens.

“They must be guilty of something” • 105



Upward or downward departures from recommended sentencing

guidelines can be made by a judge. Non-whites are much less likely

than whites to have their sentences adjusted down, and African

Americans are more likely than whites to receive upward departures

from the guidelines. Offenders without a high school degree are less

likely to receive a downward departure and more likely to receive

an upward departure, while college graduates are more likely to

receive a downward departure and less likely to receive an upward

departure. And lower income offenders are less likely to get their

sentences reduced while higher income offenders are more likely to

have their sentences reduced. Mustard concluded that the large

differences in lengths of sentences are the result of race, education,

income, and citizenship. These disparities occur despite explicit

statements in the guidelines that these characteristics should not

affect sentence length.

A review of the literature by The Sentencing Project42 also

found that, in the United States, young African American and

Latino men receive harsher sentences for the same crime than

similarly situated white men. Differences exist in terms of employ-

ment status. Unemployed black men are sentenced more harshly

than unemployed white men. African Americans even pay a

higher trial penalty than similarly situated whites. A trial penalty

occurs when defendants are given harsher sentences for going to

trial and being found guilty rather than initially pleading guilty,

thereby avoiding a trial. The trial penalty may be a specific pun-

ishment for African Americans who might be perceived by the

judge as “uppity” and resisting rather than admitting guilt and

taking their lumps.

One study reviewed by The Sentencing Project found that

unemployed African American defendants were more likely than

unemployed whites to be detained pending trial. Again, there’s an

assumption that an unemployed African American man presents

more of a threat to society than an unemployed white man.
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African Americans who victimize whites tend to receive more

severe sentences than both African Americans who victimize

other African Americans and whites who victimize either African

Americans or whites. For instance, African Americans who kill

whites, as opposed to people of color, are more likely to be exe-

cuted.43 In Florida, African Americans who kill whites are nearly

forty times more likely to be sentenced to death than those who kill

African Americans.44 In addition to the discrimination this finding

reveals, it also speaks to the value of African Americans as victims

– the life of an African American is worth less than the life of a

white American. What accounts for the differences in sentencing

between people of color and whites? African American and Latino

men are sentenced more harshly than white men because blacks

and Latinos are seen as particularly dangerous and problematic and

so are given longer sentences for public safety concerns and for the

perceived antisocial and incorrigible nature of young black and

Latino men. Experimental research supports the existence of these

assumptions about African Americans and Latina/os.45 Also, when

an African Americans kills a white person, that case is more likely

to have publicity associated with it than a case where a person of

color kills another person of color.46

Archival studies are limited by the types of conclusions that can

be drawn from them. Because the data lend themselves to correl-

ational analysis, potentially significant variables other than race

must be statistically controlled to ensure that factors covarying with

race have not produced what appear to be race effects. For instance,

when examining archival data, it is often impossible to separate

whether or not there is differential treatment based on race, or on

race and class, or just on class, because many criminal defendants

are poor and are ethnic minorities. Are they being treated differ-

ently because they are poor or because they are minorities? Archival

studies cannot be utilized to analyze the independent contributions

of these factors.
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Simulation studies with mock jurors

Simulation studies (experiments) also have their limitations. They

can lack external validity, meaning that they tend to be conducted

in artificial environments that seem too controlled and unrealistic

to produce data that can be adequately generalized to a real court-

room and a real trial.

Even though there are limitations, some simulation studies can

be quite realistic. They can take place in a courtroom where

participants/jurors hear scripted cases and are then instructed to

deliberate. There are important benefits to simulation studies. As

they are experiments, researchers can control for factors that might

distort findings. Additionally, the use of experiments may allow

for determination of causality. This is not possible when utilizing

correlational archival studies of actual cases. Laboratory research

permits variables to be specified clearly and untangled in a precise

fashion, adding clarity to the inferences that can be drawn from

such data. This control over variables in experiments is crucial in

the study of subtle forms of prejudice, as we will see in this section.

Experimental jury simulation studies can also explain some of the

whys of these sentencing disparities.

But first, the findings on race from simulation studies have been

mixed in terms of whether there is racial discrimination in convic-

tions and sentences. One study47 found that racial bias influenced

sentencing decisions, while another48 concluded that African

American defendants were no more likely than white defendants

to be found guilty, and still another49 found a same-race preference

with whites showing bias against blacks and blacks showing bias

against whites. However, most previous studies looked at overt or

“old-fashioned” racism and only more recent studies have explored

subtle manifestations of racial prejudice. When subtle prejudice is

taken into account, we find bias with more complicated patterns

than what old-fashioned bias would suggest.
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Samuel Sommers and Phoebe Ellsworth50 used an aversive racism

framework to examine whether there is white bias against African

Americans when race is made salient versus when race is not made

salient. They conducted an experiment in which white mock

jurors rated various aspects of a defendant’s case. Respondents were

presented with a trial summary of an interracial battery case. One

version had a white defendant and black victim, the other version

had a black defendant and a white victim. Half of the versions were

“race-salient” (a racial slur was made toward the defendant, either

white or black, during an earlier altercation) and half just specified

the race of both the defendant and the victim. The defendant and

victim were part of the same high school basketball team and the

defendant was accused of attacking the victim. One might predict

that when race was made obvious (in the race-salient condition)

there would be anti-black bias among white jurors. But this predic-

tion comes from an old-fashioned racism perspective – whites

feeling fairly comfortable showing overt bias against African

Americans. A prediction based on the assumptions of subtle racism,

benign bigotry, would suggest that if race were made salient, whites

would not feel comfortable showing bias against African Americans

because they would be afraid that they would appear racist. If race

was merely implied, however, but was not an overtly significant

aspect of the study, whites might feel that they could appear as

though they were responding to the conditions of the crime, not to

the race of the defendant or victim. Study results were consistent

with Sommer and Ellsworth’s assumptions. White jurors demon-

strated a significantly higher conviction rate for the African

American defendant in the non-race-salient condition than in

the race-salient condition. Also, white jurors were more likely to

convict the black defendant than the white defendant; the case

against the African American defendant was judged to be stronger

than the case against the white defendant; respondents rated

the white man’s defense as stronger than the African American
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man’s; and jurors recommended a more severe sentence for the

African American than the white. In contrast, when race was

made salient, the conviction rates for whites and blacks were

comparable.51 Sommers and Ellsworth conclude that the assump-

tion that race-salient trials are most likely to elicit white juror

prejudice is incorrect. Instead, when race is salient, white jurors

tend to make an effort to appear unbiased toward black defendants.

When race is only an underlying factor, white jurors are likely to

demonstrate bias. This paradoxical finding may be responsible

for the apparent lack of social psychological research on finding

racial bias in the courtroom, mentioned at the beginning of this

section.

Capital punishment and death qualification

The United States is one of a few countries left in the world that

sanction state-sponsored executions. Eighty-eight percent of world-

wide executions are carried out by just five countries: China, Iran,

Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and the United States.52 The US federal

government and 38 state governments can execute their citizens.

Capital punishment remains controversial for two main reasons.

First, many opponents of the death penalty argue that killing, in

any form is wrong – if murder is a crime, then the government

should not sanction murder under any condition. Second, capital

punishment, known as the ultimate punishment, is not reversible,

thus the risk of convicting and then killing an innocent person is a

risk not many people want to take.

With many high profile exonerations having taken place across

the United States, in 2000, Illinois Governor George Ryan declared

a moratorium on executions in his state. In a press release, the

governor stated, “I cannot support a system, which, in its adminis-

tration, has proven to be so fraught with error and has come so close

to the ultimate nightmare, the state’s taking of innocent life.
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Thirteen people have been found to have been wrongfully

convicted.” Governor Ryan noted that since the death penalty

was reinstated in Illinois in 1977, 12 Death Row inmates have been

executed while 13 have been exonerated.53

On the other hand, some see the risk of executing the innocent

as being analogous to vaccination – i.e. vaccines are necessary

to save lives even if occasionally a child dies from an adverse

reaction.54 Proponents of the death penalty argue that capital

punishment serves as a deterrent to criminal activity. Obviously,

the person executed will not commit future crimes, but does capital

punishment deter others from killing? Studies consistently conclude

that the death penalty does not affect the rate of violent crimes.

Proponents of the death penalty also maintain that murderers are

such dangerous people that allowing them to live increases the risk

of injury or death to inmates or correctional officers. However,

systematically performed studies find that capital murderers (those

who have been convicted and are on death row) are no more

violent than life-without-parole and parole-eligible inmates.55

The death penalty is administered only in a minority of eligible

cases, and its determinants often seem inconsistent and arbitrary.

One factor accounting for the inconsistency regarding who is actu-

ally executed is race – both the race of the victim and the race of

the perpetrator. While the percentage of victims of homicide are

similar for African Americans (47%) and whites (51%),56 the death

penalty is meted out at a much greater rate to African Americans

than to whites, and to those who kill whites compared to those

who kill African Americans. Specifically, death sentence rates of

black-defendant/white-victim far exceed any other combination of

perpetrator and victim.57

“Death-qualification”

In most criminal cases in the United States, a jury decides to

convict or acquit, while a judge makes sentencing decisions. In
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capital cases, however, the jury determines both the verdict and

whether or not to impose a death sentence. The jury’s decision is

based on the weighing of aggravating evidence (which could influ-

ence jurors to consider the death penalty) or mitigating evidence

(which could sway jurors to spare the life of the convicted). When

jurors are empanelled to serve on cases in which the death penalty

is being sought, during voir dire – the process by which judges and

attorneys ask potential jurors questions to attempt to uncover any

biases – potential jurors are required to answer questions about their

attitudes toward capital punishment. Cases involving the death pen-

alty have to have a jury that has been “death-qualified,” meaning

jurors are willing to consider death as a punishment. Those who

strongly oppose capital punishment are explicitly and systematically

removed from the jury by the judge, while those in favor of, or at least

willing to consider, the death penalty are retained for service. The

result of this process is that a “death-qualified” jury is empanelled.

The death-qualification procedure in capital cases is unlike that

in any other kind of trial. It is the only situation in which the

possible outcome of the case and potential sentencing issues are

brought to the attention of the jurors prior to the jury’s hearing of

the case. This procedure introduces a major source of bias against

the defendant in death penalty cases. Potential jurors are required

to think in terms of a guilty verdict even before they hear opening

arguments. Therefore, another hidden bias produced by the death-

qualification process is the juror’s a priori belief in the possible (and

perhaps probable) guilt of the defendant prior to hearing the case.

In this way, guilt, not innocence, is the frame with which jurors on

capital cases view the case and testimony. The implication here is

that jurors go into a case with the presumption of guilt. This flies

in the face of the American legal system’s assumption of innocence

until proven guilty.

Important questions among defense attorneys and social scien-

tists have been, by excluding potential jurors who strongly oppose
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the death penalty, what kind of jurors are left? Is the death-qualified

jury different from a jury made up of those who oppose the death

penalty? Phoebe Ellsworth and her colleagues conducted a series

of studies that address these questions.58 They found that death-

qualified jurors exhibit more bias against the defendant than juries

composed of jurors who have a range of attitudes toward capital

punishment. Specifically, death-qualified jurors are more inclined

to favor the prosecutor’s viewpoint, are more likely to mistrust

criminal defendants and their counsel, sympathize more with a

punitive approach toward offenders, are more concerned with

crime control than with due process, and are more likely to find a

defendant guilty.

One of Ellsworth’s experiments with jury-eligible adults in the

US compared the deliberations and decisions of juries that were

death-qualified with juries that included some jurors who were

“excludables” (those who strongly oppose the death penalty and

therefore would not be eligible to serve on actual capital juries). In

contrast to death-qualified juries, juries that included some exclud-

ables were more skeptical of witnesses (regardless of whether they

were for the defense or prosecution), were more likely to take the

deliberation process seriously, and were better at remembering

evidence.59 One reason a death-qualified jury is more likely to

impose the death penalty than a jury comprised partly of exclud-

ables is that death-qualified jurors are more likely to be swayed by

aggravating circumstances and to be less sympathetic to mitigating

circumstances.60

So the process of death-qualification certainly puts the defendant

at a disadvantage by stacking the jury against the defense. In

addition to the death-qualification procedure and its impact on

each particular case, the process may actually influence jurors’

attitudes toward the death penalty. The death-qualification proced-

ure takes place in the presence of all prospective jurors. Psychologist

and attorney Craig Haney61 wanted to see whether or not people
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are influenced by the process of death qualification itself. He

constructed two versions of a videotape of a court proceeding.

A sample of non-college student adults in the US were shown

one of two versions of the tape. In one condition, viewers saw the

typical death-qualification procedure in which prospective jurors

were asked their opinions of the death penalty and were dismissed

from service if they expressed strong opposition to it. In the control

condition the death-qualification procedure did not appear.

Compared to people in the control condition, those who viewed

the death-qualification segment were more convinced of the

defendant’s guilt, were more likely to believe that the judge thought

the defendant was guilty, and were more likely to impose the death

penalty if the defendant was convicted. Thus, merely witnessing

the death-qualification procedure can have an effect on how jurors

judge the defendant.

Again, capital voir dire is the only voir dire that requires the

penalty to be discussed before it is actually relevant to the case at

hand. The US Constitution is designed such that there is a pre-

sumption of innocence. Guilt has to be proven beyond a reasonable

doubt; the defendant is considered innocent until proven guilty.

So we err on the side of acquittal. But in capital cases, the focus of

jurors’ attention is drawn away from the presumption of innocence

and toward post-conviction events.62 These proceedings can liter-

ally have life-and-death consequences.

Finally, attitudes about race and attitudes toward capital punish-

ment interact to form the following patterns: Among whites, those

who score high on racial prejudice are more likely than others to

support capital punishment and are also more likely to support con-

victing innocent persons than acquitting guilty ones. Thus, racial

prejudice is a strong predictor of support for the death penalty.63 Even

though evidence demonstrates that death-qualified jurors are more

likely than others to vote for conviction, the US Supreme Court has

ignored or dismissed this social science evidence apparently because
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these empirical studies speak only to cumulative tendencies of juries

and not to bias related to specific cases.

Putting it all together

The belief that those who have been accused of a crime are probably

guilty is a taken-for-granted assumption rooted, in part, in people’s

belief that the world is a just place, that good things happen to good

people and bad things happen to bad people. The world feels like a

more understandable and predictable place if we believe that bad

people get locked up and good people remain free. In addition to

one’s belief in a just world, the idea that some people seem to matter

less than others, as we found in the last chapter, is likely a reason for

the guilty-of-something belief. Thus, the belief that those accused

of a crime are probably guilty especially harms people of color.

The research presented in this chapter demonstrates people’s pro-

clivity toward assuming that ethnic minorities are associated with

crime. Television news crime coverage and reality shows like Cops

reinforce the link in many people’s minds between race and crime.

On television, men of color are overrepresented as criminal suspects

and under-represented as victims of crime in comparison to actual

crime statistics, and the opposite is true for white representations.64

Research on attributions reveals the belief that blacks are more

naturally criminal than are whites. Whites are more likely to make

situational attributions about white criminal suspects (“I wonder

what made that man steal?”) and dispositional attributions about

black suspects (“Some people act like animals”), suggesting the belief

in the proclivity toward and permanence of criminality in black

communities.65 The same behavior of blacks and whites produces

wholly different judgments about each group. The fictional equation

of blackness with danger is why people, both black and white,

are more likely to shoot an unarmed black person than an unarmed

white person as demonstrated in the police officer’s dilemma.66

“They must be guilty of something” • 115



The police officer’s dilemma may be a proxy for real life as we have

seen in police shootings of unarmed black men.

The cognitive shortcuts described throughout this book that play

such a significant role in subtle prejudice can play a serious and even

deadly role in criminal investigations. These not-so-innocent short-

cuts, along with police investigators’ predisposition to presume guilt,

over-confidence in their ability to detect innocence and guilt, inno-

cent suspects’ naı̈veté about the criminal justice system, interrogators’

impatience with innocent suspects’ protests of innocence, and coercive

interrogations combine to railroad some innocent suspects.67 Racial

and ethnic bias impacts the frequency of convictions and severity of

sentencing. AfricanAmericans and Latina/os receive longer sentences

than whites with the same criminal history for the same type of

offense. Bias occurs along class lines as well, with low-income offenders

receiving longer sentences than higher income offenders.68

The United States is one of the few countries that practices state-

sponsored executions, sharing this distinction with countries such as

China, Iran, Pakistan, and Saudi Arabia. The procedure for drawing a

“death-qualified” jury adds yet another layer of bias stacked against the

defendant. Death-qualified jurors (those who agree to be willing to

vote to execute the defendant who has not even been proven guilty

yet) tend to be pro-prosecution, more punitive, and simply more likely

to find a defendant guilty than are jurors that are not death-qualified.69

Death-qualified juries are even less likely to take the deliberation

process seriously, and are less accurate at remembering evidence than

are juries that are not death qualified.70Given the proof of bias in every

stage of the criminal justice process, capital punishment requires a

confidence in one’s justice system that is simply unwarranted in the

United States.

Finally, regardless of one’s political orientation, one’s opinion of

the death penalty, and one’s view of whether or not the world is

a just place, few people want an innocent person to go to prison or

to the death chamber. In addition, every time an innocent person
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is convicted, a guilty person goes free to commit more crimes. If we

are truly concerned with public safety, minimizing bias and respect-

ing due process should be everyone’s goal.

Strategies for change

Several strategies for reducing the operation of racial bias in the

criminal justice process address the erroneous belief that criminal

suspects must be guilty of something. In addition to strategies

affecting people’s thought processes and behaviors, like those dis-

cussed in other chapters in this book, many of the strategies for

racial bias reduction involve the changing of guidelines, policies,

and laws, reaching all the way to the US Supreme Court. These

strategies, therefore, are less about individual thought processes and

behavior change than the strategies outlined in other chapters. In

concrete terms, this means that the reader must pressure lawmakers

to make structural changes in the United States criminal justice

system that are designed to increase fairness.

Saul Kassin71makes several suggestions to reduce the likelihood of

coercive interrogations, false confessions, and the railroading

of innocent suspects. Kassin’s suggestions should also help secure

meaningful due process whether or not a suspect is innocent or guilty.

This first section has to do with reducing bias during the investigative

stage of a case and includes Kassin’s recommendations, as follows.

Reducing bias during investigations

Suspects should not waive rights

A suspect’s right to refuse to speak to investigators without an

attorney present is fundamental and extremely important. There

are really no circumstances under which individuals should waive

this right. As was indicated in the discussion of Saul Kassin’s

studies, innocence may not set you free.
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Lie detection training for law enforcement

Given the dismal performance of law enforcement officers in dis-

tinguishing true confessions from false, training for law enforcement

might need to focus more on attending to audio, rather than

behavioral cues. Recall that raters performed worse at differentiat-

ing true from false confessions when they viewed video than when

they listened to audio-only recordings.72

Videotape all confessions

All interviews and interrogations should be video recorded in their

entirety. Great Britain mandated that all sessions be taped in their

entirety and a few US states have mandatory video recording

requirements. There are several advantages to this: First, the pres-

ence of a camera will likely deter some of the more egregious

coercive tactics. Second, having a video record will deter frivolous

defense claims of coercion where none exist. Third, video record-

ings provide an objective and accurate account of all that tran-

spired. Questions about whether rights were administered or

waived, or whether promises or threats were made, can be resolved.

The recording should show both the accused and the interrogators.

Excessive interrogation time

Guidelines should be set regarding the amount of continuous time a

suspect can be detained and questioned and still produce a state-

ment deemed voluntary. Interviews with confessions that were later

found to be false lasted on average 16 hours, much longer than true

confessions lasted.

Presentation of false evidence

Currently, in the United States it is legal for police to lie to suspects

aboutDNAevidence or eyewitness testimony thatmight implicate the

suspect. In light of studies showing that the presentation of the false
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evidence draws confessions from the innocent and the numerous

false confession cases in which this tactic was employed, lawmakers

should reconsider police presentation of false evidence.

Offers of leniency

Minimization tactics, such as offers of leniency in return for a

confession, currently used by police, contribute to false confessions.

Defense strategies to minimize bias against defendants

In addition to changes at the investigation stage of a crime, changes

in the jury selection process and in the presentation of jury instruc-

tions may make trials more fair.

Making race salient to jurors

Earlier in the chapter I discussed a study conducted by Samuel

Sommers and Phoebe Ellsworth73 on jury decisions in which white

jurors read about a case involving either a white or black defendant

in an interracial battery case. Half of the versions were made race

salient (by explicitly referring to the defendant’s race), while the

other versions had information about the defendant’s race, but did

not make race salient. Sommers and Ellsworth found that when

race was made salient, jurors did not want to appear racist, so they

made similar judgments about the black and white defendant.

However, when race was not made obvious, they were much more

likely to convict the black than the white defendant. In these times

of benign bigotry, whites tend to be cautious and try not to appear

biased, however, when race is not an obvious issue and when whites

are not concerned about appearing biased, they are more likely to

act in a discriminatory manner.

So what is the lesson for actual attorneys with defendants who

are African American or are from other marginalized groups?
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The implication of the Sommers and Ellsworth study is that by

making race salient to the jury, jurors may feel self-conscious about

appearing racially biased so they may be on guard against discrimin-

ation and therefore be more cautious about jumping to conclusions

about an African American defendant. Obviously there are other

factors involved in a jury’s verdict, but Sommers and Ellsworth’s

proposition is intriguing.

In 1995, former football star and actor, O.J. Simpson was tried for

the killing of his ex-wife and frrend friend. Simpson is African

American. During the trial Simpson’s attorney, Johnnie Cochran,

was accused of playing the “race card,” meaning he accused the

prosecution and some witnesses of racism. Simpson was found not

guilty. The strategy of making race a focus of a trial could backfire,

however, if jurors think charges of racial bias are trumped up.

Making race the focus in the Simpson trial did not appear to

backfire, but nonetheless, it can be a risky strategy.

Jury instructions

Inadmissible evidence and juror instruction

Recall the earlier discussion on jurors’ handling of evidence that is

provided during a trial but that later becomes inadmissible. The

impact of inadmissible evidence on the jury can be lessened if the

judge tells the jurors in advance of trial proceedings that they may

hear information that will be ruled as inadmissible and that they

must disregard that information. This kind of forewarning by the

judge allows jurors to muster up cognitive defenses against inadmis-

sible evidence. Forewarning is more effective in having the jury

truly disregard the information than if the judge only tells the jury

after they have heard inadmissible evidence. An early warning,

along with a later reminder, may permit jurors both to suspend

the processing of evidence and to think more critically about infor-

mation that may later be discounted. Jury instructions that come
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before the evidence are more effective than instructions that come

after the evidence.74

The impact of inadmissible evidence can be so powerful that

some have even suggested that trials be videotaped without a jury,

edited, and then shown to the jury. This suggestion does not seem

logistically feasible, but is an intriguing idea.

Judicial instructions prior to verdict

When a judge provides instructions to jurors prior to their rendering

a verdict, there is less racial bias than when a judge does not provide

instructions.75

Discourage early voting in jury deliberation

Judges can discourage juries from early voting. A study by Phoebe

Ellsworth76 found that those juries who begin their deliberations

by voting spend the rest of the deliberation time defending their

original positions and foreclosing on understanding the facts of

the case and the laws pertaining to the case. Juries who postponed

voting spent more time talking about the relevant issues in the case.

Once having arrived at a story or explanation of a sequence of

events, many people find it difficult to entertain a different way

of interpreting the same events.77

Provide clear sentencing guidelines to juries

Because sentence guidelines can be ambiguous and confusing to

jurors, there is room for subtle bias in jury deliberation of the

appropriate sentence. Benign bigotry often emerges in ambiguous

conditions. Jurors can discriminate against minority defendants

when sentencing guidelines are ambiguous. Making sentencing

guidelines more clear to judges and/or to jurors may reduce bias at

this stage of the judicial process.
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Policy changes

Make biological evidence testable

For those convictedof a crime forwhichbiological evidence exists, that

evidence should be made available for testing. The evidence should

be retained throughout the duration of an offender’s sentence.78

Crime labs should be independent from the police

and district attorney

Crime labs should be independent bodies not under the supervision

or organizational structure of law enforcement.79 There is too

much of a temptation for DNA analysts who work for the prosecu-

tion to arrive at results consistent with prosecution theories.80 Also,

if a crime laboratory, as in the case of the Houston Police Depart-

ment Crime Lab, has been found to have made serious mistakes

or engaged in misconduct over a period of time, decisions about

re-tests for those convicted on biological evidence should not be

left to the district attorney’s office, which is the usual practice.81

The decision to re-test biological evidence should be taken out of

the hands of the district attorney and should be automatic at the

request of the defense, or decided by an independent body.

Revoke or revise the death-qualification procedure

The research on death qualification is conclusive: the procedure

creates juries that are stacked against the defendant. Death-qualified

juries aremore conviction-prone than juries that include thosewho are

excluded from serving because of their opposition to the death pen-

alty.82 Make lawmakers aware of the research on death qualification.

Abolish capital punishment

All sentences, except for capital ones, are reversible. Given the

data presented in this chapter, it is obvious that capital punishment

should be abolished in favor of long-term sentences including life
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in prison without parole, and rehabilitation. This would bring the

US in line with similar nations. Even Russia has had a moratorium

on state executions since 1996.83 In fact, the US has become so

isolated from comparable nations on this issue, many countries will

not extradite their citizens accused of violent crime in the US

because the US still has the death penalty.
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three

“Feminists are man-haters”: Backlash
myth-making

The feminist agenda is not about equal rights for women. It is about a

socialist, anti-family political movement that encourages women to leave

their husbands, kill their children, practice witchcraft, destroy capitalism,

and become lesbians.

Reverend Pat Robertson1

Feminism. The very word evokes strong feelings in most people.

Strong feelings and, too often, a world of misconceptions. The real

meaning of feminism and what it actually means to call oneself a

feminist has become mired in and obscured by an array of preju-

dices, preconceptions, and mechanisms that serve to maintain the

existing distribution of power and inequality. Structured inequality

based on gender – much like inequalities based on race, ethnicity

or sexual identity – has been an established way of doing things for

centuries. For some, the question begins and ends with women’s

right to vote. For others, a belief exists that gender inequality is, in

large part, a thing of the past, and that women now enjoy social and

economic equality in terms of access to resources and prestige. Still

others believe that feminism is a somewhat antique effort, a passing
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fad the necessity of which has been satisfied by progress. In any

event, many women and many more men resist identifying them-

selves as feminists. A number of factors are at work here, but, in the

final analysis, it amounts to this: feminists are thought to be man-

haters.

As we try to separate fact from fiction and reason from prejudice,

let’s first examine what is really at stake when we talk about

feminism. At its core, feminism is the belief in certain fundamental

principles of equality. In a society in which women and men have

traditionally received unequal treatment, feminism seems a reason-

able and long-overdue corrective to the historical lack of access

women continue to experience. Merriam-Webster defines feminism

as: (1) the theory of the political, economic, and social equality of

the sexes; and (2) organized activity on behalf of women’s rights

and interests.2 The Encyclopedia Britannica defines it as: the belief in

the social, economic, and political equality of the sexes.3 And bell

hooks4 defines feminism as “a movement to end sexism, sexist

exploitation, and oppression.” On the face of it, it would seem that

all women, and most men, would identify with the goals of femi-

nism. In spite of this democratic imperative, in spite of the widely

agreed-upon philosophical desire for guarantees of equality, today,

few women call themselves feminists. Even in settings in which

we might expect to find fairly enlightened thinkers, and among

young people and students, survey research shows that the percen-

tage of respondents who actually call themselves feminists is stri-

kingly small. In surveys of university women, the percentage who

identify as feminists ranges from 8%5 to 44%6 depending on the

demographic makeup of the students. What accounts for these low

numbers? When you consider the misconceptions we carry around

with us because of the way in which feminism is portrayed in

popular culture and politics, it is not surprising that relatively few

women call themselves feminists. Anti-feminists blame feminists

for a variety of social problems: for young men entering college
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at a lower rate than that of young women;7 for the decline in

“manliness” in American culture;8 and even for the attacks of

September 11, 2001.9 Surveys find that women hold feminist beliefs

but are hesitant to describe themselves as feminists because they

know that feminism is viewed by some as anti-male.10

If most people – men and women – endorse the fundamental

principles of feminism, it should stand to reason that most people

would actually support feminism. Instead, we find that many

people, including women themselves, resist applying this label. In

fact, rather than evoking the ideals of equality, the word “feminist”

is linked in people’s minds with distasteful concepts such as man-

hating. We are left with a significant question then: How can it be

that most people support the principles of feminism but run from

the word itself? Part of the answer lies in understanding the ways

that distortions, stereotypes, and prejudices accumulate and engulf

a term or concept like feminism. In this case, the insights of social

psychology aid our inquiry. We are able to explore, for example,

whether there is any truth to the claim that feminists hate men.

Using the tools of social psychology, we can seek to determine

whether there is any truth to this claim, and we can examine

feminists’ attitudes in a systematic and objective way. We can

separate reality from fantasy and fear, and we can begin to under-

stand the underlying sexism that produces such damaging stereo-

types. This chapter examines the myth that feminists dislike men,

and the deployment by anti-feminists of this myth. The empirical

literature regarding women’s attitudes toward men is analyzed for

evidence of man-hating, and the cultural function of the man-

hating myth is analyzed as well.

This chapter is broken into four broad parts, beginning with a

section that discusses stereotypes about feminists, including indi-

viduals’ beliefs about feminists, and stereotypes that exist in popular

culture and politics. Second, a direct examination of the man-hater

myth is undertaken by analyzing feminists’ actual attitudes aboutmen.
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Third, explanations for the persistence of this myth are explored.

Referring back to the definitions of feminism, feminists desire

equality for women. Why is this desire so threatening to anti-

feminists? And, finally, strategies for reducing the man-hater myth

are suggested.

Stereotypes about feminists and beliefs about feminism

I have long thought that if high-school boys had invited homely girls to the

prom we might have been spared the feminist movement.

Kate O’Beirne11

The anti-“feminist agenda”

Feminists are described as “angry women”12 with “persecution fan-

tasies,”13 who “shame men”14 and are “chronically dissatisfied.”15

The conservative talk show host and self-proclaimed anti-feminist

Rush Limbaugh has coined and popularized his description of

feminists and, in conservative popular media, made it legendary:

“Feminism was established so as to allow unattractive women easier

access to the mainstream of society.”16 In his book, Manliness,

Harvey Mansfield describes feminists as “anti-male” and states that

feminists are “none too pleased with men and not shy about letting

them know it.”17 In 2005, when the Pentagon attempted to estab-

lish the Office of the Victim Advocate to handle hundreds of

claims of sexual assault by men in the military against women

soldiers, Elaine Donnelly,18 the president of the Center for Military

Readiness, described the effort as establishing an “Office of Male-

Bashing.” The creation of an office to investigate rape and harass-

ment, and to support victims, was predicted to “create a new job

market for ‘women’s studies’ graduates schooled in man-hating

ideology.”19
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Why is it that feminists supposedly hate men, according to

anti-feminists? In her book, Women who Make the World Worse:

How their Radical Feminist Assault is Ruining our Schools, Families,

Military, and Sports, conservative commentator Kate O’Beirne20

suggests that feminists are man-haters either because of their

upbringing or because they have an ax to grind – they have, as

individuals, bad experiences with men and this makes them become

feminists who dislike men. In an article entitled “Male Bashing,”

Judy Markey21 answers the question of why women (not feminists

per se) bash men: “Is it because taking on an entire gender is less

risky than examining what’s lacking in our personal intimate rela-

tionship?”22 Feminists are constructed as scorned women. I argue in

this chapter that anti-feminists have a conscious agenda for demon-

izing feminists, not because feminism is outlandish, but because

feminist goals resonate with people. Anti-feminists are left with

unfounded and illogical name-calling.

Anatomy of the anti-feminist

Who is likely to hold anti-feminist beliefs? First, people, especially

men, who have authoritarian personalities, tend to dislike femi-

nism. Authoritarianism is marked by rigid adherence to conventional

values and categorical (stereotypical) thinking. Authoritarians are

those who are likely to demonstrate unquestioning obedience to

authority. Authoritarians believe that feminists have fundamen-

tally different values than they have.23 For similar reasons, political

conservatives are more likely to harbor negative attitudes toward

feminism than are liberals.24

Dana Truman and her colleagues25 examined the relationship

between specific aspects of masculine ideology, including attitudes

toward feminism, and attitudes about rape, in male college students.

Truman found that the men’s attitudes toward feminism were the

most consistent predictor of attitudes that support date rape. In
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other words, men who rejected the goals of feminism were also more

likely to believe that, “Being roughed up is sexually stimulating to many

women” and “When women go out on dates bra-less and wearing short

skirts and tight tops, they are just asking for trouble.” Truman concludes

that less favorable views about feminism were linked to the belief

that women should be subordinate to men. In a similar vein,

another study26 examined various factors that might relate to rape

callousness in mostly white, US college students. Rape callousness

taps into one’s (false) belief in rape myths such as “Many women

have an unconscious wish to be raped,” and “The reason most rapists

commit rape is for sex.” The relationship between several variables

that one might assume would be related to rape callousness, inclu-

ding sexual socialization, sexual experience, political liberalism,

male dominance, and attitudes toward feminism, was examined.27

What was the strongest predictor of rape callousness? Male domi-

nance, that is, the belief that women should be subordinate to men,

and attitudes toward feminism. These two factors were stronger pre-

dictors than any of the other measures. These two studies suggest

that men (and women) who are socialized to believe that women

are subordinate to men are more likely to believe that rape is

justifiable.

Feminism yes, feminist label no: Individuals’ attitudes about

feminism and feminists

One might assume that the image of feminists portrayed in the mass

media reflects individuals’ beliefs about feminists – feminists are

portrayed negatively in the media because individuals have nega-

tive feelings about them. Instead, there is something of a disjunc-

ture between what popular culture and mass media portray about

feminists and what people actually think. Sure, there are negative

stereotypes about feminists, but individuals tend to have more

positive feelings toward feminism than is reflected in mass media.
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The literature on people’s beliefs about feminists presents a more

complicated picture than what is presented in mass media and by

anti-feminists.

Let us look at some surveys of people’s attitudes toward feminists.

One study of Canadian college students found that feminists were

evaluated more positively than negatively when students were asked

to rate feminists on a 0 to 100 “feeling thermometer,” ranging from

extremely unfavorable to extremely favorable. Feminists were rated

between 75 and 80, with women rating feminists somewhat higher

than did men.28 In another study,29 white women at an all-women’s

Catholic college were asked about their assumptions regarding femi-

nists and the degree to which they identified themselves as feminists.

Students’ attitudes toward feminism weremixed. Many of the women

surveyed possessed positive attitudes such as the belief that feminists

are confident and willing to take a stand, while others believed that

feminists go overboard in their activism, and can be aggressive and

manly. An interesting finding from this study was that the women

sampled tended to agree with the principles of feminism but were

hesitant to call themselves feminists because of the bad rap feminism

gets, including allegations of man-hating. Another study30 also pro-

duced mixed responses when college students at two universities in

Ohio were asked to evaluate feminists on the basis of 54 adjectives.

Overall, characterizations of feminists were neutral to positive. These

characterizations included: independent, career-minded, activist-

oriented, knowledgeable, logical, and intelligent. Also, feminists

were thought to be heterosexual, rather than lesbian, which

contradicts another popular stereotype that feminists are lesbians

(and that lesbians are feminists). The negative characterizations of

feminists tended to consist of descriptions commonly attributed

to men, including descriptions such as aggressive and dominant. This

suggests that feminists are believed to violate traditional gender roles.

One study found that women’s self-identification as feminists

can be influenced by the positive or negative stereotypes about
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feminism they are exposed to. In one experiment31 mostly white

American undergraduate women read paragraphs about feminists con-

taining either positive stereotypes (e.g. intelligent, confident), nega-

tive stereotypes (e.g. stubborn, anti-male), or neither. The students

were later asked whether they were feminists. Those women who

were exposed to positive stereotypes about feminists were twice as

likely to identify as feminists as those in the negative and control

conditions. The fact that the women in the negative stereotype and

control conditions were equally unlikely to self-identify as feminists

suggests that the negative stereotypes did not provide participants

with any new stereotypic information beyond what the control

group had. Negative stereotypes about feminists are so prevalent

that further exposure to them may not be necessary for women to

avoid identifying themselves as feminists.

Most women endorse feminist principles

The mass media’s power to influence is demonstrated in the dis-

connect between women’s views and women’s willingness to call

themselves feminists. As I said above, among college students,

between 8% and 44% of women identify as feminists. A study with

a large national sample of non-college students found that 29% of

women and 12% of men self-identify as feminists.32 However, most

women endorse feminist principles. For instance, one study of

mostly white American women who were college students found

that of the women who did not consider themselves feminists, 81%

agreed with some or all of the goals of the feminist movement.33

What prevents women from embracing the feminist label? As

discussed above, women are hesitant to call themselves feminists

because of the success of the anti-feminist agenda in popular

media. There are also other reasons that cause women to shy away

from the term “feminist” even though they share the ideals of

feminism.
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The threat of activism

One barrier to identifying as a feminist has to do with how feminist

activism is viewed. Being in favor of gender equality, just like being

in favor of most kinds of equality, is the norm. As I discussed in the

Introduction to this book, unlike half a century ago, today there is

an assumption that people are not (overtly) sexist. Apparently,

what differentiates those who do and those who do not identify

as feminists is activism. Feminists are more likely to believe in

collective action (political activism, community organizing) as a

remedy to gender inequality.34 African American women and men

who prefer the label feminist to pro-feminist, anti-sexist, or womanist,

are more likely to be activists.35 Israeli-Palestinian and Israeli-

Jewish women’s studies graduates who did not identify as feminists

believed that feminists are more activist-oriented than they felt

comfortable with.36 Many who acknowledge the prejudice of the

past, and who favor equality presently, do not admit that inequality

and prejudices persists. A person who is an activist, in this case a

feminist, is saying there is still a problem with gender inequality.

This challenges those people who no longer think gender inequality

is a problem and who resent those working on behalf of women’s

rights. Sarah Riley,37 who conducted interviews with Scottish

professional men in the fields of accounting, architecture, and

law, found this disconnect between feminist values and feminists.

The men were resentful of feminists while purporting adherence

to feminist principles. Their sentiments imply that although today

people should and do believe in gender equality, feminists are

trouble makers who create conflict where there shouldn’t be any.

Feminism as a white women’s movement

Another barrier to identifying as a feminist is that the US women’s

movement has been thought by women of color to be a white

women’s movement of white women’s concerns. Some black
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feminist women and men have shied away from the feminist label

out of concern for appearing too “white.”38 Women of color are less

likely to embrace the feminist label than white women. For

instance, one study39 found that 8% of African American women,

12% of Asian American women, and 19% of Latinas identified as

feminists. The same study found that 33% of white women identi-

fied as feminists. Issues such as abortion rights, that have been

emphasized by the US women’s movement, are more relevant to

white middle-class women, whereas issues such as forced steriliza-

tion have been a concern for poor women.40 Likewise, empirical

research in the social sciences has focused on surveys developed

with white women as respondents. When surveys include women of

color as respondents, their numbers are often too few to analyze

meaningfully.

In her examination, Evelyn Simien41 found that both black

women and men recognized that black women are discriminated

against and that race and gender discrimination are linked. Black

men were equally likely and, in some cases, more likely, than were

black women, to support black feminism, with one exception.

When respondents were asked whether or not they agreed with

the statement: “Black women have suffered from both sexism within

the black movement and racism within the women’s movement,” men

were less likely than women to agree with this statement. Simien

suggests that in identifying with black women as a marginalized

group, black men are willing to support the interests of black

women, as long as they do not jeopardize the movement for black

civil rights.

Attitudes of women who are feminists

How are women who identify as feminists different from those who

are not feminists? First, do feminists differ demographically from

non-feminists? In large-scale national studies in the United States,
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feminists are more likely to be white,42 although, as we saw from the

discussion above, this might have more to do with women of color

trying to avoid the term “feminist” than disavowing the sentiments

of feminism. More women than men identify as feminists43 and

feminists tend to have more formal education,44 and tend to live

in cities rather than in rural areas.45 One of the most powerful

factors differentiating feminists from non-feminists is conservatism –

non-feminists are more likely to have conservative political beliefs

than feminists.46 Feminists and non-feminists can also be distin-

guished by their beliefs about the link between feminism and

lesbianism. Non-feminists are more likely than feminists to believe

that feminists are lesbians.47

Not surprisingly, feminists and non-feminists tend to have diff-

erent gender-role orientations and attitudes about gender roles.

Gender-role orientation is the degree to which you believe you

adhere to feminine (e.g. sensitive, nurturing) and masculine (e.g.

assertive, rational) stereotypes. Masculine-stereotyped men are less

likely to identify as feminists than are men who are feminine-

stereotyped or androgynous (possessing both feminine- and

masculine-stereotype characteristics). Men who are not feminists

see feminism as incompatible with masculinity. Feminine women

are hesitant to identify as feminists. They perceive feminists as non-

traditional in terms of gender roles.48 American Latina/os tend to

be less egalitarian in terms of gender roles than whites or African

Americans, and therefore are less likely to identify as feminists.49 In

terms of gender-role attitudes, feminists have been found to be more

consistent in their gender-related attitudes than non-feminists. For

instance, non-feminists may support egalitarianism in the labor

market and political arena, but may be reluctant to challenge

existing norms concerning interpersonal relationships with men.50

Feminists are also less likely to believe that gender differences are

inborn and biological and more likely to believe that differences are

due to socialization.51
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Another feature distinguishing feminists from non-feminists is

feminists’ belief in systemic gender inequality, and then, as an

extension, their belief that something should be done about it

(activism). Feminists tend to have broad, societal explanations for

gender inequality.52 Also, feminists, compared to non-feminists, are

much more likely to believe in collective action as a method of

reducing gender inequality.53 For instance, Alyssa Zucker examined

the differences between feminists and those who believe in the

tenets of feminism but do not identify as feminists – what Zucker

referred to as egalitarians. A significant difference between feminists

and egalitarians was that feminists were more likely to be activists

than were egalitarians. Zucker’s research suggests that perhaps some

women shy away from calling themselves feminists because they are

not ready to be, or are reluctant to become, activists.

Is feminism good for women?

Is a feminist identity good for women’s psychological well-being?

Kendra J. Saunders and Susan Kashubeck-West54 addressed this

question in a study designed to explore the relationship between

feminist identity development, gender-role orientation, and psy-

chological well-being. Psychological well-being was assessed using

surveys measuring autonomy, mastery of one’s environment, per-

sonal growth, relations with others, and self-acceptance. Survey

participants included an ethnically and socioeconomically diverse

group of women including college students, faculty, and staff.

Saunders and Kashubeck-West found that those who identified as

feminists had higher levels of psychological well-being than did

non-feminists. This study is correlational, meaning that it is unclear

whether feminism contributes positively to women’s psychological

well-being, or whether women who are psychologically well-off are

more likely to become feminists. The findings from these studies are

intriguing nonetheless.
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Laurie Rudman and Julie Phelan55 directly tested the assumption

that feminism conflicts with heterosexual romantic relationships, as

some anti-feminists suggest. In two studies, one with a mostly white

US college sample and the other with mostly white US residents,

Rudman and Phelan examined relationship health (e.g. stability,

sexual satisfaction, etc.) and feminism of romantic partner. First,

contrary to stereotypes about feminists, feminist women were more

likely to be in a heterosexual romantic relationship than non-

feminist women. Women who thought their partners were feminists

reported better relationship quality, equality, and stability than

those women who did not believe their partners were feminists.

Men were found to have better relationship stability and sexual

satisfaction if they believed their partners were feminists than if

they did not believe their partners were feminists. These findings

stand in stark contrast to anti-feminist stereotypes asserting that

feminist women are “chronically dissatisfied”56 as set forth by Kate

O’Beirne in her book, Women who Make the World Worse.

Do feminists dislike men? What is the evidence?

So now let us address the common belief that feminists are man-

haters. While there are plenty of examples in the mass media and

popular culture supposedly illustrating feminists’ attitudes toward

men, there is a minuscule amount of empirical studies on the subject.

In addition to my own empirical study that I will describe shortly,

Anthony Iazzo’s 1983 study is the only study I know of that links

self-identified feminists with positive and negative attitudes toward

men. Iazzo57 developed the Attitudes Toward Men scale as a com-

plement to the litany of studies on men’s attitudes toward women.

In his study in which the scale debuted, Iazzo measured the degree

to which women agreed with 32 statements regarding men that

included the following topics: Marriage/Parenthood (e.g. “Men con-

sider marriage a trap”), Sexuality (e.g. “A man cannot get enough sex”),
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Work (e.g. “A man’s job is the most important thing in his life”),

and Physical/Personality Attributes (e.g. “An athletic man is to be

admired”). Women expressed their agreement on a 1 to 4 scale with

1 representing Agree Strongly (most negative attitude) and 4 repre-

senting Disagree Strongly (most positive). A score of 80 would

indicate a neutral attitude toward men.

The “control group” sample was 104 mostly white women

recruited from a university, department stores, and other places of

business. They were compared with battered wives, rape victims,

lesbians, and feminists from a local chapter of the National Organi-

zation for Women. The control group mean score was 89.93, above

the neutral midpoint of 80.00, suggesting slightly positive attitudes

toward men. The average score of feminists was 79.54, not statisti-

cally distinguishable from the 80.00 midpoint, suggesting neutral

attitudes toward men. So feminists did not have negative attitudes

toward men. What about lesbians, a category that is often conflated

with feminists? Lesbians scored, on average, 70.97, so somewhat

lower than neutral but hardly a score indicative of man-hating.

Further inspection of the statements that make up the Attitudes

Toward Men survey may shed light on why lesbians scored lower

than both feminists and the “control group” of women. Some of the

statements may not be relevant to lesbians. For instance, some of the

items are: “Male sex organs are attractive” and “The male body is visually

unappealing,” “The sight of a penis is repulsive.” These are questions

from the Sexuality subscale. It would have been interesting to have

analyzed how feminists and lesbians scored on each separate subscale.

For instance, perhaps lesbians had relatively “anti-male” attitudes on

the 7 items that made up the Sexuality scale because they do not find

men’s body parts attractive. Conversely, their scores on the other

subscales could have been neutral or positive. The limitation Iazzo’s

survey used to measure attitudes toward men is that statements might

be irrelevant to lesbians because the statements assume that women

have had intimate relationships with men.
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With British college students, John Maltby and Liza Day58

examined various psychological characteristics as they correlate

with attitudes toward women and men. For women, a feminine-

stereotyped gender-role orientation – the degree to which people

see themselves in terms of feminine stereotypes – was found to be

correlated with negative attitudes toward men. In other words, the

more women saw themselves as feminine, the less they liked men.

While Maltby and Day’s study did not measure feminists’ attitudes

toward men, their results imply that perhaps it is non-feminists who

do not like men because feminists tend to have relatively more

masculine-stereotyped and androgynous gender-role orientations

than do non-feminists. Another way to put it is that, in this study,

women with traditional gender-role orientations (who tend to be

non-feminists) had more negative attitudes toward men than did

women with non-traditional gender-role orientations (who are

more likely to be feminists). Another study59 with an ethnically

diverse sample of women university students found that those

women who perceived large value and belief differences between

women and men tended to like men less than did those women

who did not perceive large value and belief differences. Again, this

study did not examine feminists’ attitudes per se; however we can

extrapolate from the data. Other studies have found that feminists

tend to think women and men are not very different,60 whereas

non-feminists are more likely to think that women and men are

fundamentally different.61 Therefore, perhaps non-feminists, who

see women and men as fundamentally different, have more negative

attitudes toward men than do feminists.

Ambivalence toward men: Two aspects of attitudes

toward men

The most recent method of measuring attitudes toward men has

been the Ambivalence toward Men Inventory, developed by Peter
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Glick and Susan Fiske.62 Their work found that there are two

aspects of women’s (and to a somewhat lesser extent men’s) atti-

tudes toward men. Hostility toward men represents overtly negative

attitudes toward men. It characterizes men as inferior in ways that

are safe to criticize, such as men are babies when they are sick.

Hostility toward men also taps into resentment about men’s power

relative to women, men’s aggressiveness, cultural attitudes that

portray men as superior, and the way men exert control within

heterosexual intimate relationships. Individuals with high hostility

toward men scores tend to agree with statements such as, “When

men act to ‘help’ women, they are often trying to prove they are better

than women,” and “Most men pay lip service to equality for women,

but can’t handle having a woman as an equal.” The second aspect

of attitudes toward men is benevolence toward men. Benevolence

toward men represents overtly positive or affectionate attitudes

toward men. It is a set of beliefs that includes the idea that just as

women are dependent on men, so too are men dependent on

women. Benevolence toward men suggests that a woman’s role is to

take care of a man, but only in the domestic context. Experiencing

subjectively positive feelings of affectionate protectiveness,

admiration, and connection with men in intimate relationships

represents benevolence toward men. Those who score high on

benevolence toward men agree with statements such as, “Women

are incomplete without men,” and “Even if both members of a couple

work, the woman ought to be more attentive to taking care of her man

at home.”

Attitudes of hostility and benevolence toward men are correlated

with other kinds of attitudes. For instance, benevolence toward

men is correlated with sexist attitudes toward women. So those who

believe that men should protect women, and that women should take

care of men at home, also tend to believe that women need protection

because they are weaker than men. Interestingly, women’s hostility

toward men and benevolence toward men scores correlate, indicating
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that some women simultaneously hold beliefs that actively support

and justify male dominance (benevolence toward men) at the same time

as they resent the consequences of this dominance (hostility toward

men). So a question relevant to this chapter is, which women are

resentful? Feminists or non-feminists? Glick and Fiske speculate

that the greater the dependence a woman has on men, the more

she is likely to experience both benevolence and hostility toward

men; the former because of her recognition of her investment in

men and the latter because of resentment over her dependence.

While Glick and Fiske do not directly answer the question of

where feminists fall in terms of their benevolent or hostile attitudes

toward men, they do explore the relationship between gender

inequality and hostility toward men and benevolence toward men,

which has implications for feminism and attitudes toward men.

In a massive study across sixteen nations, Glick and Fiske,63 along

with several colleagues around the world, used translated versions of

the Ambivalence toward Men Inventory (AMI) to investigate

attitudes toward men. They gathered individual responses to the

AMI as well as a measure of attitudes toward women. In addition,

they utilized two United Nations indices of gender inequality: The

Gender Empowerment Measure, which is a measure of women’s

representation in powerful occupational roles and government; and

the Gender Development Index, which measures how women fare

on development measures such as life expectancy, literacy rates,

schooling, and standard of living.

Glick and Fiske found that, in most nations, hostility toward men

was higher among women than among men. Hostility toward men

scores correlated with the national measures of gender inequality.

Specifically, hostility toward men was higher in traditional than in

egalitarian nations. Also, benevolence toward men was higher in

traditional than in egalitarian nations. Glick and Fiske reason that

women in traditional nations may be more resentful toward men for

what they view as abuses of power, but that this resentment is not
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necessarily a challenge to gender hierarchy because it coexists with

benevolent beliefs about men’s roles as protectors and providers.

The more hostile men are toward women, the more women resent

and show hostility toward men. Heightened resentment of men’s

hostility may explain why women’s hostility toward men scores

increasingly outstrip men’s in more traditional cultures.

It is worth noting that there were many more gender similarities

than differences across nations – women and men in the sixteen

nations tended to have similar attitudes toward women and men.

In terms of addressing the myth of feminists and man-haters, Glick

and Fiske’s study on attitudes toward men imply that man-hating is

linked more to anti-feminism and gender inequality, than it is to

feminism and gender equality.

Anthony Iazzo’s study, described earlier, is the only study avai-

lable that measured self-identified feminists’ attitudes toward men,

although only 28 feminists were included in his study. He found

that feminists’ attitudes toward men were neutral and not signifi-

cantly different from his “control” group of women. While the

Ambivalence toward Men Inventory is widely used, it had not

been used with feminists until my colleagues, Melinda Kanner

and Nisreen Elsayegh, and I64 conducted a study that examined

feminists’ and non-feminists’ attitudes toward men. We surveyed an

ethnically diverse sample of 488 university women and men and

asked them to respond to statements about gender roles including

the items from the Attitudes toward Men Inventory. Students were

also asked whether or not they are feminists. Only 14% of the

sample of women and men identified as feminists, which is consis-

tent with an ethnically diverse sample. Contrary to popular stereo-

types, self-identified feminists had lower levels of hostility toward

men than non-feminists. Interestingly, women overall did tend to

have higher levels of hostility toward men than did men, but again,

the hostility was not among the feminists. Feminists also tended to

have lower levels of benevolence toward men. Low levels of
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benevolence toward men does not mean one has malevolence toward

men, it just means that the respondent does not agree with tradi-

tional gender roles – for instance that women should take care of

men in the home, and men should be the main wage earners. Thus,

based on our study results, it appears that feminists, compared to

non-feminists, do not have negative attitudes toward men. Femi-

nists do tend to reject traditional gender roles that put women in

less powerful positions than men.

Taken together, systematic empirical studies do not find evi-

dence that feminists dislike men. In contrast, there is some sugges-

tion that non-feminists, those women who adhere to traditional

gender stereotypes, dislike, or at least, resent, men. We must ask,

then, why does the myth of feminist man-haters persist?

Why does the myth of the feminist man-hater persist?

The myth of the feminist man-hater exists at least in part because

feminists do not behave themselves. Feminists tend to violate

gender-role expectations, and that makes people uncomfortable.

There are stiff sanctions for women who violate gender roles, and

thus there are somewhat similar reactions to feminists, lesbians,

and even women leaders. Now that we have established the lack

of empirical support for the notion that feminists are man-haters,

we are left with explaining why the myth persists and what we can

do about it. This section begins by examining individuals’ reactions

to conventional and non-conventional women by first examining

a form of benign bigotry known as ambivalent sexism. This concept

is related to, but different from, hostility toward and benevolence

toward men. Next, we will look at people’s perceptions of another

type of gender violator, women leaders. Then the supposed link

between feminism and lesbianism is examined, and the function

of lesbian-baiting as a strategy to keep women in their place is

discussed. Finally, the empirical research presented in this chapter
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is put in its larger cultural context by tying it to the “battle of the

sexes” and the “boy crisis” rhetoric that are currently popular.

Women are wonderful but feminists are not: Rewarding

traditional and penalizing non-traditional women

Understanding people’s negative attitudes toward feminists requires

an examination of more general attitudes toward women. Just as

people’s attitudes toward men are ambivalent – with a mix of respect

and admiration along with resentment of their power and privilege –

attitudes toward women are ambivalent as well. At first glance, how-

ever, attitudes towardwomen seempositive relative to attitudes toward

men.And attitudes towardwomen aremore positive in terms of affect –

the emotional feeling of positive or negative. Even though men hold

higher status in most societies, women seem to be liked more. Alice

Eagly and Antonio Mladinic65 have coined the phrase “women-are-

wonderful” to illustrate this. The global category “woman” is viewed

more positively than the global category “man.” The women-are-

wonderful effect occurs on explicit attitude surveys as well as with

implicit attitude measures such as when positive words such as “good”

and “happy” are associated more with women than with men.66

There are two important points about the positive feelings people

have about women compared to men that relate to the negative

reaction some have to feminists. Just because a group is liked does

not mean that it is treated fairly and taken seriously. Also, just

because the global category “women” is liked more than “men,”

does not mean that particular subcategories of women are liked.

These important caveats to the women-are-wonderful effect are

elaborated in this section.

Discrimination and disrespect

Gender-based discrimination is widespread and well documented.67

Take, for example, the disparities in pay between women and men.
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Women college graduates in the US who work full time make only

80% of what comparable men make.68 In the US, girls and women

are more likely to live in poverty than are boys and men.69 And

while women in the US held half of all management and profes-

sional positions in 2004, only 14% of architects and engineers, and

29% of physicians and surgeons are women, while 86% of paralegals

and legal assistants are women.70 In terms of representations of

women in popular culture in the US, men are overrepresented on

prime time television shows,71 and in television commercials,72 in

feature films,73 in music television,74 in children’s television car-

toons,75 and in newspaper comics.76 In terms of political representa-

tion, women make up only 17% of the members of the US House of

Representatives and Senate.77

As Alice Eagly’s work on the women-are-wonderful effect

revealed, women may be liked, but they are not necessarily respected.

Susan Fiske and her colleagues78 have found that groups that are

targets of discrimination are judged along two dimensions, warmth

and competence. Historically, social psychologists have tended to

assume that prejudice involves simultaneous dislike and disrespect

for an outgroup, but Fiske finds that prejudice results from dislike or

disrespect, but not necessarily both. Stereotype content may not

reflect simple evaluative antipathy but instead may reflect separate

dimensions of warmth and competence. For instance, some people

think Jews are highly competent, but lack warmth – they are

respected but not liked. People tend to view old people as warm,

but do not respect them – they are high on warmth, low on

competence. As you might guess, women are viewed as warm and

therefore likeable, but they are less likely to be seen as competent

and are therefore less respected. Men, relative to women, are less

liked but are viewed as more competent.

If women are liked more than respected, where do feminists fit

in? Geoffrey Haddock and Mark Zanna79 found that people have

different views of two categories of women that are seen as
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opposites: housewives and feminists (although these categories could

overlap). Like Alice Eagly’s work on the women-are-wonderful

effect and Susan Fiske’s work on warmth and competence, Haddock

and Zanna found that when Canadian college students were asked

to form a mental image of the typical woman and typical man,

women were evaluated more favorably than were men. However,

when subcategories of women were considered, different attitudes

emerged. Feminists tend to be evaluated more negatively than

housewives, even though feminists and housewives are both part

of the larger category of women. Haddock and Zanna further

found that those who dislike feminists believe that feminists violate

traditional values and customs. In other words, feminists are seen

as a threat to the status quo in a way that housewives are not.

Therefore, women are wonderful as long as they fulfill traditional

roles.

Ambivalent sexism: the carrot and the stick of patriarchy

Because there are differing views of different types of women, sexism,

the prejudice and discrimination against women, is not a single,

unitary concept. Peter Glick and Susan Fiske80 developed ambiva-

lent sexism as a measure of sexism that captures subjectively positive

and negative feelings toward women. Glick and Fiske’s concept of

ambivalent sexism is similar to, but different from, their concept,

ambivalence toward men discussed earlier in this chapter. Ambi-

valent sexism captures people’s attitudes toward women, while

ambivalence toward men captures people’s attitudes toward men.

Racial/ethnic groups may, and often do, avoid kinship ties (or

almost any kind of contact) with other racial/ethnic groups;

however, heterosexual women and men have to be intimate. For

instance, one might object to marrying someone of another race,

but it is unlikely that a heterosexual man will decide not to be

involved with a woman. And although men may wish to exclude

women from certain activities and roles, few (even among the most
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rabidly sexist) wish to banish women completely from their lives.

You can avoid another ethnic group but it’s hard to avoid another

gender.

Glick and Fiske find that men’s (and people’s, generally) atti-

tudes toward women can be broken down into two kinds of sexism,

hostile sexism and benevolent sexism. Hostile sexism is what most

people think of when they think of sexism. It consists of overtly

hostile feelings toward women, with negative feelings toward, and

stereotyping of, non-traditional women in particular. Hostile

sexism seeks to justify male power, traditional gender roles, and

men’s exploitation of women as sexual objects through derogatory

characterizations of women. Hostile sexists would agree with state-

ments such as, “When women lose to men in a fair competition, they

typically complain about being discriminated against,” and “Most women

fail to appreciate fully all that men do for them.” Benevolent sexism is a

trickier concept because it involves subjectively positive attitudes

toward women. Women are characterized as pure creatures who

need protection from men. It is the view that women are adored by

men and are necessary to make men complete. Benevolent sexism

relies on kinder and gentler justifications of male dominance and

prescribed gender roles; it recognizes men’s dependence on women

and takes a romanticized view of heterosexual relationships. Ideolo-

gies of what Glick and Fiske refer to as benevolent paternalism

allow members of dominant groups to characterize their privileges

as well deserved, even as a responsibility they must bear (similar to

the “white man’s burden”). Men are willing to sacrifice their own

needs to care for the women in their lives. Benevolent sexists agree

with statements such as, “No matter how accomplished he is, a man is

not truly complete as a person unless he has the love of a woman,” and

“Women should be cherished and protected by men.” For women,

benevolent sexism undermines women’s resistance to male domin-

ance: benevolent sexism is disarming because it is subjectively

favorable and also promises that men’s power will be used to
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women’s advantage, as long as they can secure a high-status male

protector. Benevolent sexism is classic benign bigotry. People do

not immediately recognize benevolent sexism as sexist and many

women are even flattered by the attitudes of benevolent sexism.81

While hostile sexism and benevolent sexism are separate and

contradictory concepts, people can, and often do, experience hos-

tile and benevolent sexism simultaneously. People can have loving

and hating attitudes toward women. People tend to feel hostile

sexism towards women who violate traditional gender roles (e.g.

feminists, sexually active women) and benevolent sexism toward

conventional women (e.g. homemakers). Benevolent sexism can

result in the women-are-wonderful effect because traditional women

are considered to be wonderful because of their purity and nurtur-

ance. The way Glick and Fiske describe the workings of ambivalent

sexism, benevolent sexism is the “carrot” – the reward of positive

feelings toward and protectiveness given to women who embrace

traditional roles; and hostile sexism is the “stick” – the hostility

directed at women who reject traditional roles. Punishment

(through hostile sexism) alone is not the most effective means of

shaping behavior because that might result in only resentment and

resistance. However, punishment for some and reinforcement for

others maintains patriarchy and the gender status quo.82

Benevolent sexism, then, is insidious for three reasons. First, it

doesn’t seem like prejudice to male perpetrators because men do

not view it as something negative. Second, women may find its

“sweet allure difficult to resist.”83 Praising women’s nurturing traits

is part of expressing the belief that women are especially suited to

domestic roles. Furthermore, stereotypes of women as nurturing and

communal justify their subordinated status.84 Third, benevolent

sexism can drive a wedge between women. Women (e.g. feminists)

who reject the overtly negative aspects of hostile sexism as well as

the cloaked negative aspects of benevolent sexism are at odds with

traditional women who are rewarded by benevolent sexism and
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reject feminism because they want to hold on to the little power

they get as a result of benevolent sexism. So while feminists and

traditional women should be working in solidarity to fight gender

discrimination, they are split by being on two opposite sides of

benevolent sexism.

Like their work on ambivalence toward men, Glick and Fiske

have analyzed patterns of hostile and benevolent sexism in a variety

of cultures.85 In general, men’s hostile sexism is higher than

women’s, and women are more receptive to benevolent sexist

beliefs than hostile sexist beliefs. In nations where hostile sexism

was endorsed, women were especially likely to embrace benevolent

sexism, in some cases even more so than the men. Glick and Fiske

point out the irony of women who are forced to seek protection

from members of the very group that threatens them. The greater

the threat, the stronger the incentive to accept benevolent sexism’s

protective ideology. This explains the tendency for women in the

most sexist societies to endorse benevolent sexism more strongly

than do men. Furthermore, the countries in which women rejected

both benevolent and hostile sexism were the ones in which men had

low hostile sexism scores. As sexist hostility declines, women may feel

able to reject benevolent sexism without fear of a hostile backlash.

Ambivalent sexism addresses the question, is chivalry good for

women? By excluding women from the outside world of work and

from positions traditionally held by men, benevolent sexists exclude

women from roles that offer more status in society. Thus, some

women (specifically traditional women) are protected to some

extent by chivalry, but at great cost. Women are protected but

patronized. Ambivalent sexism is correlated with other objection-

able attitudes. Hostile sexism is correlated with having a social

dominance orientation.86 Those who have a social dominance orien-

tation believe in maintaining social hierarchies and in preventing

the redistribution of societal resources. When a group that is dis-

criminated against, in this case women, attempts to gain access
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to societal resources, those with a social dominance orientation will

react negatively. Benevolent sexism is correlated with authoritar-

ianism.87 As we saw earlier in this chapter authoritarians tend to

dislike feminists, so it would be expected that authoritarians like

those who adhere to traditional roles. But benevolent sexism is

correlated with paternalistic chivalry – the belief that while women

should be treated with courtesy and consideration, they should

be restricted to traditional roles within an intimate relationship.88

Feminists, who may reject chivalry for good reason, get an angry,

defensive response from men who feel that feminists are ungrateful.

In a study of Spanish women’s reactions89 to discriminatory

scenarios (e.g. losing a promotion), the same acts of discrimination

were perceived as less serious when the perpetrators expressed

a benevolent, protective justification than when they expressed a

hostile one. Furthermore, women who scored higher in benevolent

sexism were more likely to excuse both hostile treatment from a

husband and benevolently justified discrimination by non-intimate

men (e.g. a boss). But this pattern of response only occurred among

women participants who did not work outside the home. This

finding suggests that women who are highly dependent on men

are prone to forgive even hostile acts, perhaps reinterpreting them

as signs of the husband’s passionate attachment. One study with

Turkish and Brazilian respondents (college students and a commu-

nity example), found that individuals (both women and men) with

high levels of hostile sexism found wife abuse more acceptable than

those with low levels of hostile sexism.90 Benevolent sexism has

been linked to attributions of blame against women for acquaint-

ance rape. Individuals high in benevolent sexism attributed less

blame to perpetrators and recommended shorter sentences for an

acquaintance rape perpetrator than did those low in benevolent

sexism.91 A study of Zimbabwean male college students found that

those men with higher levels of hostile sexism reported that they

were more likely to commit acquaintance rape than men with
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lower levels of hostile sexism.92 Thus, hostile sexism rationalizes

mistreatment of women who violate traditional roles, while

benevolent sexism provides a framework for what is acceptable

(i.e. traditional) behavior for women.

The work on ambivalent sexism demonstrates that while tradi-

tional women tend to elicit positive feelings from people, non-

traditional women such as feminists have hostile reactions directed

toward them. Even though the supposed protective qualities of

benevolent sexism are alluring to some women (namely, traditional

women), that protection comes with the price of restricted options

and strong sanctions against women who appear to violate trad-

itional roles.

Penalties for non-traditional women

A central feature of negative attitudes toward women is the dislike

of women who do not fit into the traditional feminine role (e.g.

feminists, lesbians, women athletes). From the discussion of Glick

and Fiske’s work on ambivalent sexism and Fiske’s work on warmth

and competence as a relevant dimension of judging social catego-

ries, it should be clear that what makes feminists threatening is that

they violate (or appear to violate) and reject traditional gender

norms for women.

Women leaders also violate people’s expectations about women

and therefore threaten the gender status quo. While women who

are leaders are not necessarily feminists, and feminists are not

necessarily women in leadership positions, both produce similar

reactions. Think of the strong reactions toward Hillary Clinton,

Martha Stewart, and Condoleezza Rice. A brief discussion, there-

fore, on people’s reactions to women leaders, will shed light on the

negative reactions that feminists sometimes receive. While women

in leadership positions in the work domain have gradually

increased, expectations about what women are like have not kept
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pace with women’s changing roles. Research has indicated that

women who behave in ways typically reserved for men are found

to be less socially appealing than men who behave similarly or

women who behave in ways that are more in line with normative

prescriptions. When a woman is acknowledged to have been suc-

cessful at performing male gender-typed work, she is, by definition,

thought to have the attributes necessary to effectively execute the

tasks and responsibilities required. But it is these same attributes

that are in violation of gender-prescriptive norms. So, although

there is a good fit between what the woman is perceived to be like

and what the work entails, there is a bad fit between what the

woman is perceived to be like and what she should be like.93

A study by Madeline E. Heilman and her colleagues94 illustrates

the subtlety with which judgments about women who violate

gender expectations get played out. Heilman gave US college

students packets that contained a profile of a clearly successful or

ambiguously successful woman or man in a male-dominated job

(Assistant Vice President in mechanics and aeronautics). All infor-

mation about the worker was identical except for gender. Students

were asked to rate the candidate on competence, likeability, and

interpersonal hostility. The results reveal the operation of subtle

prejudice. When students rated the candidate’s competence, suc-

cessful women and men were evaluated equally – they were both

given credit for their successes. However, as theories of subtle

prejudice would predict, gender played a role when the candidates’

qualifications were ambiguous. When information about the candi-

date’s performance was ambiguous, the woman was rated as less

competent than the man. There were results associated with liking

ratings as well. When there was ambiguity about the person’s

performance, there was no significant difference between the liking

ratings of women and men targets. But when there was clear

evidence of success, the woman was liked less than the man. In

other words, the clearly successful woman was liked significantly
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less than the clearly successful man, the unsuccessful woman, and

unsuccessful man. A similar finding emerged in terms of judgments

of hostility. The woman candidate was rated as less hostile than the

man in the ambiguous performance outcome condition but was

rated as more hostile than the man in the clearly successful condi-

tion. These results demonstrate the double standard used when

judging women in male-dominated occupations: Women were

viewed as less competent than men only when there was ambiguity

about how successful they had been; when the women’s success was

made explicit, there were no differences in these characterizations.

However, when success was explicit, women were viewed as less

likeable than men. Women, although rated less competent than

men when information about them was ambiguous, were at least

rated as less hostile interpersonally. But the switch when success

was clear is dramatic: women who are acknowledged as successful

were viewed not merely as indifferent to others but as downright

uncivil. And these patterns held for both women and men raters,

so these gender stereotypic norms and the tendency to penalize

women who violate them are meaningful for both women and men.

Heilman conducted another study95 and found that dislike was

associated with not being recommended for promotions and salary

increases. Heilman concludes that while there are many things that

lead an individual to be disliked in the job setting, it is only women

who are disliked when they are successful.

The gender double standard for women who are viewed as vio-

lating gender rules exists not only in the male-dominated domains

of mechanics and aeronautics, but also in the teaching profession,

when women violate students’ gender-role expectations. Gabriel

Smith and I96 conducted a study to see whether or not teaching

style would affect students’ preconceptions of a hypothetical

professor. We gave an ethnically diverse sample of undergraduate

students a syllabus for a proposed social science course. Each sylla-

bus portrayed one of two teaching styles: strict (male-stereotyped)
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and lenient (female-stereotyped). While the requirements were

the same for both types of teaching styles, the lenient professors

allowed for tardiness, provided make-up exams, and their syllabi

were written with conciliatory language. The lenient professors

were pushovers. The strict style was conveyed by emphatic lan-

guage about no exceptions to any of the requirements and lacked

warmth and conciliation. In addition to the two teaching styles,

we also varied each syllabus according to the professor’s gender

and ethnicity (Latina/o or Anglo) via the professor’s name. Stu-

dents read a syllabus and rated the professor on warmth, compe-

tence, and knowledge. We found that students’ expectations of

professors were based on teaching style, ethnicity, and gender.

Students used different criteria for ratings based on these factors.

Latina professors earned both the highest and lowest ratings –

contingent upon their teaching styles: Latina professors who con-

formed to the female stereotype and taught with a lenient

approach were rated more positively than any other type of pro-

fessor (e.g. Anglo men, Anglo women, or Latino men who taught

with the same style). However, the very lowest ratings of profes-

sors were also reserved for Latinas – those who had the strict style.

Thus, for Latinas, students’ ratings were contingent upon their

teaching style, whereas ratings of Anglo men were similar regard-

less of whether they had a strict or a lenient style. The strict

teaching style, which is uncharacteristic of stereotypes about

Latinas, violated students’ expectations, resulting in a penalty for

Latinas. Our study results epitomize benign bigotry: Latina profes-

sors earned the highest (best) student ratings, higher than Anglo

women and men, which would seem to be complimentary or

flattering to Latina professors. But the Latina professors only

earned such positive marks when they conformed to gender and

ethnic stereotypes and performed from a weak position. When

they violated stereotypes, performing from a position of strength,

they earned the very lowest ratings.
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How prevalent is people’s discomfort with competent women?

Melissa C. Thomas-Hunt and Katherine W. Phillips97 wanted to

see how women and men who were experts on a task would be

judged by members of their work group. Women and men college

student participants completed a survival task individually. (The

task involved choosing the most important items necessary to

survive an Australian bushfire.) Their answers were compared to

survival experts’ responses on the same task. Thus each participant

was categorized as an “expert” or “non-expert” (but was not told so)

according to the comparison of their answers to the experts. Next,

the women and men were put into small work groups that had one

expert (either a man or woman) in each group. The group was asked

to complete the same task, and afterward, each group member was

asked to evaluate how knowledgeable and influential on the group

decisions each member was.

The results are remarkable because of their consistency and

breadth. First, there were no actual differences between women

and men on their performance, even though the task was male-

stereotyped. That is, women were just as likely to be experts as men.

However: (1) women were perceived to be less expert than men;

(2) women exerted less actual influence within their groups than

did men; (3) correspondingly, women reported feeling less confi-

dence in their ability to influence the group than did men. Thus,

while there were no actual differences in women’s and men’s

expertise, women were perceived as less expert, just because they

were women, and therefore were less influential on the group, and

the women themselves recognized this. Also compared were the

perceived competence and influence of experts and non-experts:

(4) women experts were actually perceived as less expert than

women non-experts, while there was no difference in how men

experts and non-experts were viewed; (5) women experts were

actually less influential than female non-experts, whereas men

who were experts were more influential on the group than men
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who were not; and, (6) women experts reported having less

influence on their group than did women non-experts, while there

was no difference between men experts’ and men non-experts’

perceptions of their own influence. So women were actually accur-

ate in their assessment, whereas non-expert men thought they were

influential but were not, and, finally, (7) groups with men who were

experts actually outperformed groups with women experts, even

though there was no prior performance difference between women

and men who were experts. The implications of Thomas-Hunt and

Phillips’ study are vast. Not only do men have a greater impact on

group interactions than do women, but also possessing expertise can

actually be a liability for women. Being an expert for women

actually hindered their influence. Such lower performance expect-

ations held for women may result in their being labeled as ill-

informed when they contribute information that is unique

but that lacks consensual validity. Women were initially no less

confident in their own abilities than were men. But over time in the

group, they became less confident.

Lesbian-baiting

Understanding the link between feminism and lesbianism reveals

some of the fundamental sources of the discomfort and antagonism

toward feminism we have explored so far. Indeed, in casual contexts

and in mass media, lesbian is, erroneously, often portrayed as inter-

changeable with feminist where the presumption is made that les-

bians are, by definition, feminists, and feminists are presumed to be

lesbians. Both lesbians and feminists are understood as women

who disrupt and threaten gender rules, and both terms describe

non-traditional women. Both feminists and lesbians seem inher-

ently unladylike, assertive, and outspoken, and women like this

threaten the gender status quo.98

Homophobia, in addition to sexism, creates an additional set of

tactical opportunities to discredit and marginalize feminism’s efforts
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to achieve comprehensive equality for women. Like the accusation

of male-bashing, the framing of lesbianism as the inevitable result

of feminism or as a necessary dimension of feminism, is a scare

tactic designed to frighten people away from associating with femi-

nism and feminist activism. The very positioning of lesbianism as a

source of discrediting reveals the underlying layer of homophobia

that often joins with sexism to maintain systems of oppression and

retain privilege. Women who have worked actively against sexual

assault and rape are often the target of lesbian-baiting. Framed as

insults and debasement, accusations of lesbianism, along with

descriptions of feminists as angry, unladylike, and unfeminine, are

employed to make feminists, and by extension the goals of femi-

nism, unattractive and repellent. Ali Grant,99 who has studied

community responses to anti-violence activists, argues that these

slurs are the result of people feeling as though women are acting

out of their place by complaining too much about men’s violence

against women. It’s as though it is okay to believe that rape is

wrong, but that women should not complain about it, or at least

if they complain, they should not complain loudly. Battered

women’s shelters and rape crisis centers have been vandalized with

graffiti such as “No Means Dyke,” or “No means tie her up.”100

Rape crisis centers have been charged with “turning women into

lesbians” or “being man-hating.”101 Women’s activism is seen as a

threat. “Lesbian,” as much as it is an expression of sexual identity,

also functions as a regulatory term.102 It refers to women who are

independent from men. That is why it can be used when a woman

refuses sexual advances from a man. Since lesbian is often conflated

with feminist, and because of homophobia, feminists are often

required to prove they are not lesbians.

Lesbian-baiting can also be a form of sexual extortion, especially

in the military. Kelly Corbett, a staff attorney at Servicemembers

Legal Defense Network, has written about lesbian-baiting since the

emergence of the US military policy of Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell, Don’t
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Pursue.103 Don’t Ask is a policy directed at lesbian and gay service

members. The policy was established in 1993 with the goal of

allowing lesbians and gay men to serve in the military as long as

they did not discuss their sexual orientation openly or engage in

homosexual acts. According to Corbett, accusations of lesbianism

are a threat to all military women, regardless of their sexual orien-

tation. The anti-gay policy gives harassers and rapists tools of sexual

extortion. Allegations of lesbianism often ruins a soldier’s career. It

doesn’t matter whether or not the allegations are true. Women

soldiers who refuse sexual advances from men may be accused of

being lesbians and subjected to investigation for homosexual con-

duct. Thus, the Don’t Ask policy is being used as a weapon of

retaliation against women who report sexual harassment or rape,

against those who rebuff sexual advances, or against those who

succeed in their careers. Obviously, if lesbians and gay men could

serve openly in the military, this would be a less effective weapon

against service members. It is no wonder that many women do not

identify as feminists because they are afraid of a potential allegation

of lesbianism.104

Although lesbians, like feminists, are viewed by some as man-

haters, there is no empirical evidence suggesting this link in reality.

Judy Markey begins her Redbook article, “Male Bashing,” with,

“I used to be a rather accomplished male-basher. After all, I was

married to a man.”105 Magazines from the popular press imply that

male-bashers are heterosexual women with traditional gender roles:

women complain about men’s infidelity,106 inept husbands,107 and

men who are not “domesticable.”108 Lesbians likely have different

relationships with men and therefore do not have the complaints,

disappointments, and frustrations that some heterosexual women

have. Ali Grant interviewed lesbian feminist activists who reported

that, rather than disliking men, they felt that men were either

neutral players (e.g. male relatives) or just not relevant to their

lives. One lesbian interviewee reported that men are not a major
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part of her life and that heterosexual women complain about men

“all the time.”109 More systematic research needs to be done in the

area of lesbians-as-man-haters. I suspect another stereotype will be

debunked, just as the feminists-as-man-haters stereotype has been.

Confusing the unit of analysis: “Battle of the sexes”

vs. patriarchy and privilege

Feminists are accused of man-hating when they object to gender

discrimination because some interpret the objection as being anti-

man (as complaints about particular, individual men, or even all men)

rather than as a protest against the patriarchal system that gives

power and privilege to men relative to women. Other people may

be more deliberate and cynical in their attempts to demonize

feminists and feminism and may seek the use of those efforts to

drive a wedge between feminist and non-feminist women. Feminists

see sexism as part of a system of inequality.110 Those who do not

understand the systemic nature of gender inequality translate femi-

nists’ activism as complaints directed at particular men or at men as

a category, as if feminists blame each man or all men. For instance,

in his book, Manliness, Harvey Mansfield describes feminism as

women being “none too pleased with men and not shy about letting

them know it.”111 The incorrect notion that feminists hate men

(rather than feminism being understood as a critique of a patri-

archal system) does more than make women reluctant to call

themselves feminists. It also makes invisible the roles that women

play in contributing to gender inequality. In the studies I have

reviewed in this chapter that revealed gender discrimination, nearly

all found that men and women participants discriminate against

women. Sexism and gender discrimination is not just something

men do to women. Everyone participates in a sexist system,

although it is certainly true that men benefit through the male

privilege inherent in a sexist system. Ignoring the systemic nature of
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gender inequality also leads men to feel stuck in a defensive

response rather than being able to see that men too are confined

by gender expectations. Trivializing feminists’ resistance to inequal-

ity as anger at men insults the women’s liberation movement that

fights for the right to vote, for equal pay, for educational equity, and

for reproductive freedom – efforts focused on changing the system,

not on “bashing” men.

One manifestation of the focus on individual men versus the

focus on systemic gender discrimination and male privilege is the

“battle-of-the-sexes”112 rhetoric that is prevalent in popular culture.

Battle-of-the-sexes rhetoric produces false neutrality and false par-

allelism of the advantages/disadvantages of women and men and

suggests that both women and men are equally advantaged and

disadvantaged – just in different ways.113 For instance, in the Time

Magazine article, “Men: are they really that bad?” Lance Morrow114

takes on what he describes as the “overt man bashing of recent

years.”115 He says, “both men and women have been oppressed

by the other sex, in different ways,”116 and “American men and

women should face the fact that they are hopelessly at odds.”117

Judy Markey118 says in her Redbook article, “Male-bashing,” “How

can we gripe that they put us down as a group, if we do the same

thing to them?”119 and, “We’ll wind up sounding like squabbling

children crying, ‘He started it!’ ‘No, she did!’”120 This popular

discourse that women-and-men-are-at-odds suggests that women’s

and men’s complaints are parallel and equal. The rhetoric of the

“sex wars”121 trivializes genuine critiques about patriarchy and male

supremacy and reduces discrimination to a he-said-she-said dyna-

mic in which there are no real winners and no real losers, but only

miscommunication between the sexes. Feminists, then, are merely

“chronically dissatisfied”122 with men.

This view of individual-based gender debates can reduce things

such as rape and sexual harassment to miscommunication that can

leave men victims. For instance, in his book, The Myth of Male
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Power, Warren Farrell123 writes that “Feminism has taught women

to sue men for creating a ‘hostile environment’ or for date rape when

men initiate with the wrong person or with the wrong timing.”124

Similarly, Lance Morrow claims that a successful approach to a

woman is called romance and courtship. Sexual harassment,

according to Morrow, is simply an unsuccessful approach, and, in

his view, is unfairly treated as a crime.125 The real victims of sexual

harassment and rape are not women, but men who are victimized by

women’s flirtations and mixed messages. Women are teases who

“elaborately manipulate and exploit men’s natural sexual attraction

to the female body, and then deny the manipulation and prosecute

men for the attraction – if the attraction draws in the wrong

man.”126 So the problem lies with individual women who cannot

take a joke or who tease men; or the problem lies with individual

men who misread women’s signals, rather than considering a system

that sexualizes women and girls and creates an environment in

which women are meant to be subordinate to men.127

These writers imply that male chivalry should be highly valued in

our culture but that it is misinterpreted by feminists. And that

we need to go back to a time of “knightly solicitude for the sake

of women’s safety . . . and men’s honor”128 because “Male chivalry

protected women far better than feminist lawsuits over girlie calen-

dars and dirty jokes.”129 But is male chivalry really better for

women than feminism? We’ve already seen how a feminist identity

is positively correlated with well-being.130 Should a woman be

flattered when a man opens a door for her? Glick and Fiske’s

research, reported earlier in this chapter, suggests that male chivalry

entails patronizing and condescending attitudes toward women

which imply that women are suited only for the domestic role of

wife and mother. As we saw earlier, benevolent sexism, which

includes chivalrous attitudes toward women, is correlated with

hostile sexism, a social dominance orientation, authoritarianism,

and even victim-blame.
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Center-stealing: Boy crises and threats to privilege

Why is it that whenever women start to get anywhere in this fallen world

the big question is: what about men?

Katha Pollit131

In recent years, another manifestation of the accusation of man-

hating is in the popular discourse on the “boy crisis.” Beginning in

the 1980s there was an increase in awareness regarding the male-

centered psychological theories that treated girls like deviants

and boys as the norm, with books such as Carol Gilligan’s132 In a

Different Voice and Mary Pipher’s133 Reviving Ophelia. Part of this

focus was a critique of the educational system that is more geared

toward the benefit of boys. Myra and David Sadker’s134 book, Failing

at Fairness: How America’s Schools Cheat Girls, as well as a report

from the American Association of University Women,135 gener-

ated headlines in the popular press. As these works grew in popu-

larity, a backlash in the form of a recovery effort for boys supposedly

wounded by the alleged disproportionate attention given to girls

and women during the 1980s and early 1990s began to grow as well.

Several anti-feminist pop psychology books on boys’ develop-

ment136 became best sellers. Christina Hoff Sommers’ book, The

War Against Boys, and now more recently, Kate O’Beirne’s book,

Women who Make the World Worse and how their Radical Feminist

Assault is Ruining our Schools, Families, Military, and Sports, accom-

panied hundreds of books, newspaper and magazine articles pub-

lished in the US, Europe, and Australia about the “boy crisis.” This

particular brand of backlash against feminism – the supposed “boy

crisis” – argues that feminism has supposedly taken its toll most

notably in American schools that have become “anti-boy,”137 and

they perpetuate a “myth of boys’ toxicity”138 with a climate that is

“rigged against boys.”139 Writers cite the disproportionate numbers

of women entering and graduating from college compared to men as

their evidence of women getting one up on men. Typical newspaper
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and magazine articles of this type are entitled “At colleges, women

are leaving men in the dust,”140 “Silence of the lads,”141 and “How

boys lost out to girl power.”142 The facts about the boy crisis have

not matched the hype and there have been detailed critiques of

both the hyperbolic rhetoric and the evidence cited in these articles

and books.143

The American Association of University Women’s 2008

report144 on the status of gender and educational achievement

during the past 35 years has found that standardized test perform-

ance has improved for both girls and boys and that more men and

women are graduating from college today than ever before. The

proportion of young men graduating from high school and earning

college degrees is at an all-time high. While older/non-traditional

women college students outnumber their counterparts who are

men, the gender gap is almost absent among those entering college

directly after high school. Why do older women outnumber older

men as college students? It is likely due, at least in part, to the fact

that women college graduates earn less than men even after con-

trolling choice of field.145

Christina Accomando and I146 analyzed the literature on the

“boy crisis”, the claims that girls have myriad advantages over boys.

We find that this literature reveals a panic reaction that amounts to

center-stealing.147 Center-stealing occurs when members of a privi-

leged group imagine a threat when attention, even temporarily

and briefly, is directed away from them and towards members of a

marginalized group. Center-stealing occurs when the privileged

group steals back attention from the subordinate group, putting

the focus back on the dominant group. While books and articles

which focus on how the educational system has been biased against

girls assume that it is necessary to redress past wrongs including

sexism, discrimination, and exclusion, “boy crisis” authors see the

focus on girls as a takeover by girls and women. The “boy crisis”

authors assume that the playing field for girls and boys (and men
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and women) was level before this relatively brief focus on girls,

rather than seeing the decades of disadvantage of girls. The brief

moment of academic, educational, and popular focus on the inhos-

pitable nature of classrooms for girls and of the workplace for

women has been perceived as a conquest by girls and women.

This backlash against feminism may account for the disconnect

between those who, while claiming to support egalitarianism, think

that feminists have gone too far. Sarah Riley’s148 transcripts from

Scottish men, discussed earlier in this chapter, reveal these senti-

ments among the men she interviewed. I’m all for equal rights but

don’t try to get me to change. Also, women claim to want equality but

they actually want to put themselves ahead of men. The result of this

reaction to feminism is that when feminists come along and com-

plain about gender discrimination, they are seen as trying to get

special advantages and to get ahead of men. And Judy Markey,149 in

her article on “Male-bashing,” says, “in our search for equality, it

seems we’ve also begun to assert our superiority. Which, of course, is

precisely what male-bashing is all about – putting men down so we

can feel superior.”150 In the present day, it is men who are the

supposed victims of sexism, who are “gang-pecked”151 by women.

Who is bashing whom?

What is the significance of using the term “male bashing?” What is

“male bashing” and why is that particular term deployed to quiet

feminism? Sue Cataldi152 discusses the irony of this term. To bash

means to violently strike with a heavy crushing blow. Bash connotes

an indiscriminate, random, confused lashing out. Bash suggests

that the striking of the blow is part of an attack rather than a fight,

unfair, undeserved, or prejudiced – similar to how the word

“gay-bashing” is used – violently beating someone because of their

presumed homosexuality. “Male bashing” is doubly poignant

because of both its misleading and its obfuscating meanings: first,
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the actual “bashing” is overwhelming in the form of battery of

women by men. The hardened expression in mass media fails to

accurately represent the actual facts. Second, the expression “male

bashing” diverts attention from this stark reality, replacing our

ability to understand genuine violence with a fear fantasy about

women who simply fail to cooperate with strict gender-role

expectations.

“Bashing” itself has become an all-too-commonly heard word,

and some of the specific and horrifying nature of bashing is easily

folded into a “just another statistic” mentality. Bashing occurs in

several forms and happens in a variety of relationships, to a variety

of already marginalized people and groups. Verbal bashing appears

to involve unjustly denouncing the members of a group, people who

are innocent victims. As Cataldi reminds us, women (in general)

are not bashers, they are bashed. In the UK, 77% of domestic

violence victims are women. On average two women are killed

every week by a current or former male partner.153 In fact, women

are more likely than men to be victims of every category of

sexual and intimate violence: non-sexual partner abuse, sexual

partner abuse, non-sexual family abuse, sexual family abuse, sexual

assault, and stalking.154 In the US, one study of more than five

thousand American women college students found that 28.5% had

experienced an attempted or completed sexual assault either before

or since entering college. One fifth of the college women repor-

ted experiencing an attempted or completed sexual assault since

entering college.155 Sexual assault is also common in already-

physically abusive relationships. Sixty-eight percent of physically

abused women are also sexually assaulted by their intimate

partners.156 One out of every 12 American women will be stalked

at some point in their lives, and 87% of the stalkers will be men.

Four out of five stalking victims are women.157

The underlying gender relationships and expectations for women

and men are revealed in these small bits of linguistic customs.
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There is, for example, no formulaic expression that describes

battery or abuse of women by men such as “female-bashing,” nor

is there a similar expression designed to describe comments

intended to be humor launched by men about women. The point

is this: we do not have an expression like “female-bashing” because

men “bashing” women, whether in the form of verbal or physical

assault, is the expected, or normative, case. Why aren’t physical

assaults on women characterized as “female-bashing?” Sue Cat-

aldi158 argues that conjuring up images of abused men bashed by

women and casting women in the role of bashers reverses what

actually happens. This table turning can then operate, perniciously,

as a form of victim-blaming and as a means of exaggerating the

severity of any harm done to men who are, supposedly, verbally

bashed by women. Another function of co-opting the expression

“male-bashing” and its brutality is to lead us into thinking that what

the “male-bashing” women supposedly engage in is equivalent to

what men do to women. Those who use the expression may also be

attempting to siphon attention and support away from women and

from those who are physically harmed by men. Calling feminists

“male-bashers” shifts the focus from the systemic problem of men’s

violence against women to a focus on men who have gotten their

feelings hurt by feminists and feminism. The feminist critique of

patriarchy may be disconcerting to men and some women. It might

hurt men’s feelings, it might seem unfair, and it might seem to

disregard men’s good intentions. This may make men feel uncom-

fortable but it is not male-bashing. Feminists are not critical of men

simply for being men. The target of feminist critique is sexism and

misogyny in a male-dominated society.

Putting it all together

This chapter has examined the myth that feminists are man-haters.

We have seen that there is no evidence, no real basis, that supports
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this erroneous belief, but it still persists, and has the power to shape

attitudes and behavior. Feminists are described by many in the mass

media as angry159 and anti-male.160 Many women who embrace the

principles of feminism are reluctant to identify as feminists. They

often cite the negative reputation, particularly the man-hating

stereotype that feminism has in the mass media, popular culture,

and politics, as one of their reasons for their hesitation in identify-

ing as a feminist. This false but persistent view of feminists as man-

haters is so strong, in fact, that it actually prevents people from

correctly identifying themselves as feminists. Individuals surveyed

about feminism and feminists reveal that they actually hold neutral

to positive attitudes of both feminist ideals and the people who

identify with these ideals. We have seen that there is no empirical

evidence to support the notion that feminists’ attitudes toward men

are more negative than non-feminists’. In fact, in one of the only

empirical studies on the topic, feminists reported lower levels of

hostility toward men than non-feminists.161 The work in the area of

ambivalent sexism and ambivalence toward men suggests that

women who adhere to traditional gender roles, those we might

expect are unlikely to be feminists, may resent men’s relative power,

while endorsing the paternalistic chivalry that benevolent sexism is

composed of.162

Anti-feminism and the behavior that results from such senti-

ments, particularly in men, tend to be associated with an autho-

ritarian worldview. Authoritarianism requires adherence to

conventional roles and values and inflexibility in thinking. Also,

anti-feminist men are more likely than feminist men to adhere to

rape myths and victim blame. Given these associations and ways of

thinking about women, it might be more accurate if anti-feminism

had the nasty reputation that feminism has. In contrast to the

negative and anti-social correlates of anti-feminism, feminism, as

a set of principles and a way of looking at the world, tends to be

positively correlated with psychological well-being for women.
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Correspondingly, men were found to have better relationship

stability and sexual satisfaction if they believed their partners were

feminist than if they did not believe their partners were feminist.

These findings stand in stark contrast to anti-feminist stereotypes

asserting that feminist women are “chronically dissatisfied”163 as set

forth by Kate O’Beirne in her book, Women Who Make the World

Worse.

Feminists, like other non-traditional women, such as lesbians,

women athletes, and women leaders, are viewed negatively because

they transgress traditional expectations of women being docile and

behaving themselves. Feminists upset the status quo. Part of the

threat of feminism is that feminists are more likely to see gender

inequality as systemic, not as a problem between individual women

and men. So while anti-feminist women might resent men, as we

have seen in the work on women’s ambivalence toward men,

feminists resent the unfairness of the system of gender inequality.

Some people mistake feminists’ fight against patriarchy as a fight

against particular men.

Finally, the whole enterprise of feminists-as-man-haters needs

to be deconstructed and dismantled. Women are not bashers, they

are more often the bashed, the targets of men’s violence. Framing

feminism as male-bashing shifts the focus from real violence against

women perpetuated by some men onto the fictional man-hating

feminists who hurt men.

Strategies for change

While it’s not our fault that sexism exists, it is our responsibility

to make active and progressive changes in our own attitudes and

behavior, and to influence those around us. Confronting and chal-

lenging sexism presents slightly different issues than our discussions

of anti-racist innovations discussed in other chapters. Many people

believe that the perceived differences between women and men
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indicate real, underlying biological differences that, in themselves,

have significance and meaning. Compared to our contemporary

understanding of race, the apparent visible differences that distin-

guish human beings on gradients of observable characteristics, such

as pigmentation, hair type, stature, and other physical features, do

not reflect meaningful underlying biological differences, nor are

such surface characteristics linked to personality, temperament, or

culture. Many people in the twenty-first century, and most educa-

tion from elementary school through college training, no longer

hold that race and ethnicity are biological categories. Our under-

standing has progressed sufficiently to reflect the reality of these

categories, that these are fundamental social, not biological, cat-

egories, and our casual (and, fortunately, now historical) belief that

race and ethnicity reflect essential properties has been largely

displaced by more sophisticated and more accurate understanding.

Such is not, unfortunately, the case with our understanding of

sex and gender. For instance, many of my students believe that

the different roles assigned to women and men are natural rather

than social, most likely due to the fact that women give birth to

children. In contrast, the roles assigned to people on the basis of

ethnicity or race are believed to be due to a variety of factors such as

discrimination, social class, or, in unfortunate and stereotypical

attributions, based on stereotypes such as supposed laziness or

initiative. I find a stronger sense of political outrage and higher

levels of motivation to make progressive social change among the

students who take my “Psychology of Prejudice” course – which

deals primarily with ethnicity, race, and gender peripherally,

whereas the students who take my “Psychology of Women” course –

which deals primarily with gender, and race and ethnicity peripher-

ally, seem more resigned to the well-worn path of gender roles, no

matter how restrictive and oppressive such roles might be.

It is this perception of the stability of gender differences that

I have in mind as I make suggestions for change. The initial
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strategies for change in this chapter deal with loosening the

clenched fist of people’s beliefs about the essential nature of gender

differences. The first strategies for change deal with the entrench-

ment of gender roles. They are probably closer to rationales for

change, rather than strategies per se.

Challenging masculine gender roles

In many parts of the chapter, traditional gender roles, such as the

beliefs that women are, by nature, nurturing caregivers, while men

are, by nature, aggressive and competitive, have been discussed.

In this section, I want to discuss some of the hazards, to men, to

women, and to society overall, of traditional masculine gender

roles. The beliefs men learn concerning the inferior role of women

encourage insensitivity toward and degradation of women. Men

with traditional gender-role attitudes also tend to endorse a range

of negative beliefs about gender. For instance, men who endorse

traditional gender roles tend to believe that there is a place for

violence and coercion in relationships, they believe that sexual

relationships between women and men are inherently adversarial,

and these men also tend to subscribe to rape myths (e.g. the idea

that women secretly want to be raped, or could stop a rape from

happening if they really wanted to). Anti-femininity in men – the

need to avoid anything perceived as feminine – is also associated

with acceptance of interpersonal violence.164 Men who believe

that men should adhere to traditional male gender roles are more

likely to be psychologically aggressive with their female part-

ners.165 Men who perceive stress and threat associated with their

masculinity are more likely to use verbal and physical violence in

their relationships.166 Finally, male-dominated marriages have

been shown to contain more male-to-female violence than egali-

tarian marriages.167 This cursory review of harm inflicted on

women, on relationships, on men, and, ultimately, on society in

174 • Benign Bigotry



general traces back to the injurious nature of strict and unthinking

adherence to conventional gender roles.

The association between traditional masculinity and date rape

supportive ideology suggest that masculine gender roles be

addressed in rape education and prevention programs and in the

public sphere in general. A starting point for many men to perso-

nalize the ways in which gender socialization shapes their lives

might be to discuss ways in which traditional gender roles may be

harmful not only to women but also to men. The scope could then

be narrowed to address directly the ways in which such traditional

learning may sanction sexual assault against women. Attempts to

derogate feminism may also serve to downplay the seriousness and

prevalence of date rape.168

Promoting cross-gender interaction with children

One of the hallmarks of childhood in many cultures is the emer-

gence of gender segregation. Gender segregation, the voluntary

preference to interact and play with members of the same gender,

begins around the age of 3 in the United States and Europe. Gender

segregation, which is vigorously enforced by other children, remains

until heterosocial and heterosexual relationships begin to emerge in

adolescence. Campbell Leaper and I169 reviewed the research on

childhood gender segregation and the potential consequences of

the phenomenon for adults. While there are many toys and games

that appeal to both girls and boys, when children play in gender-

segregated groups, they tend to develop different skills and corres-

ponding social norms. For instance, girls’ gender-stereotyped

play may involve dolls and kitchen sets that provide them with

opportunities to practice the social–relational skills that are typic-

ally beneficial in the private world of intimate relationships.

Boys’ gender-stereotyped play may involve construction toys or

sports that give them opportunities to practice skills related to
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competition and assertiveness. These divergent pathways are

encouraged and maintained by parents, teachers, and peers.170 By

the time they reach adolescence, boys are more likely to have

prepared to view relationships in terms of greater independence

and dominance, whereas girls have prepared to view them in terms

of nurturance and support. Boys’ gender-segregated play is more

likely to prepare them for success in the workplace, while girls’

segregated play is more likely to prepare them for success at home.

The typical trajectory of development from same-gender inter-

actions teaches girls and boys only one half of what they need to

know for life. Encouraging cross-gender (also called mixed-gender)

play teaches a broader range of skills that benefit adult women and

men in the workplace and also in intimate relationships. Egalitarian

relationships are associated with high degrees of satisfaction in

both lesbian and gay relationships, heterosexual relationships, and

same-gender friendships.171

Gender in the classroom

Women’s and gender studies coursework

Gender studies courses can play a promising role in disrupting

the view that gender differences are biological and natural. First,

undergraduate students who have taken a gender studies course are

more likely to correctly view gender differences as a result of

socialization than as biological.172 In one study173 comparing

mostly white and mostly women college students who had taken

gender studies courses with those who had not, the experience of

taking women’s studies courses had several benefits. Compared to

those who had not taken gender studies courses, gender studies

students were more likely to report that the class affected their life

outside the classroom. Gender studies students were more likely

to increase their egalitarian attitudes toward women and other
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stigmatized groups; their awareness of sexism and other forms of

discrimination increased, and their level of activism for social

change increased as well. Another study found that gender studies

experience increases awareness of male privilege.174 Perhaps the

most robust result of taking gender studies courses are the students’

belief in the importance of activism. Women who take gender

studies courses are more likely to show commitment to feminist

activism by the end of the semester compared to the beginning.

Activism is important for meaningful societal change because it

involves personal, direct, grassroots efforts on the part of individuals.

Students have increased feelings of empowerment and feel as though

they can have a role in social change.175 Men who take women’s/

gender studies classes tend to benefit to the same extent as

women.176 One limitation of most of the studies on the impact of

gender studies is that we do not know much about the long-term

effects of taking such classes, although one study found that students’

lessons from the courses were sustained over a 9-month period.177

Also, while much of the research on feminist attitude change has

been on women’s/gender studies classes, there is no reason to think

similar work cannot be done in psychology courses.

Teaching girls about discrimination

Should children learn about discrimination? There is some intri-

guing research on the effects of children learning about gender and

racial discrimination. This area of research is still new and under-

developed, probably because of concerns that children learning

about discrimination as part of curricula might cause them distress.

Or just as some fear that sex education research might put the

forbidden ideas in children’s heads, will talking to children about

prejudice poison them or make them feel bad? Rebecca Bigler and

her colleagues have conducted two studies on the effects of children

learning about gender and racial discrimination. Bigler’s study on

teaching children about racism is discussed in Chapter 5, but
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the gender study is relevant here. Erica Weisgram and Rebecca

Bigler178 examined the effects of girls who are interested in science

learning about gender discrimination in science fields. American

girls (mostly white) aged 11–14 years attended a conference specifi-

cally for girls interested in careers in science. Half of the girls

attended a one-hour session about gender discrimination in scien-

tific fields. The session included ways in which gender discrimin-

ation has affected women scientists and biographies of notable

scientists who have faced discrimination in their careers. The other

half of the girls attended sessions not including information on

discrimination. All girls responded to surveys before and after the

conference on their interest in science, and perceptions of gender

discrimination. The two groups of girls did not differ in their level

of interest in science after the conference, however, compared to

the girls who did not attend the session on gender discrimination,

those who did showed increases in self-efficacy within science and

were more likely to believe that science is a worthwhile subject of

study. Therefore, exposure of girls to frank discussions about gender

discrimination in science had a net positive effect on them. The

authors reasoned that perhaps the explicit discussion of gender

discrimination explained why there are fewer women in science

fields and provided an alternative to the stereotype that men are

inherently superior to women in their aptitude for science. Most

girls who participated in the gender discrimination lesson believed

that discrimination can be overcome by having more women in the

sciences. And moreover, many girls indicated that learning about

gender discrimination made them feel that they should enter the

field to fight discrimination. Weisgram and Bigler discovered

another important finding from their study. They asked girls to

estimate the percentage of women in scientific professions. On

average, the girls estimated that 40% of scientists are women –

much larger than the actual percentage. Weisgram and Bigler

suspect that girls who prepare to enter scientific fields that are
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unbeknownst to them highly male dominated become disillusioned

at some point and lose interest in the field. This study included girls

that were already interested in science. We do not know what the

influence of a discussion about gender discrimination would be with

girls who don’t express overt interest in science. Nonetheless, their

results are intriguing and suggest frank talk about discrimination,

rather than traumatizing young people, could benefit them.

Cooperative learning and status

In Chapter 1, “Those people all look alike,” I described the jigsaw

classroom,179 a collaborative learning strategy that not only facili-

tates learning, but also promotes empathy and social reciprocity

between classmates. Much of the research on the effectiveness of

the jigsaw method has been done with children from different ethnic

backgrounds. Cooperative learning strategies similar to the jigsaw

method have shown promise for gender relations as well. In one

study,180 cooperative learning groups of 11- and 12-year-olds were

compared to an individualist condition and found that cooperative

learning resulted in greater retention of the material and higher level

learning than did individualistic learning. Although there were

initial performance differences favoring boys, at the end of the study

in the cooperative conditions there were no gender differences in

performance and verbal participation. Also, while there were status

differences favoring boys, at the end of the study there were no

differences in perceived leadership and status in the cooperative

conditions but there were in the individualistic conditions.

Resist gender labeling

Teachers of young children play an important role perpetuating

gender stereotypes and maintaining gender boundaries. Teachers

often use gender as a way of organizing students in a classroom. For

instance, a teacher might create girls’ and boys’ lines to leave for

recess or lunch, or might inadvertently foster competition between
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girls and boys by saying things such as, “the girls are sitting quietly,

now we are waiting for the boys.” In one experiment, Rebecca

Bigler181 examined the use of gender labeling in the classroom.

She trained teachers of 9-year-old white American children to

either use gender as a way of organizing the classroom, or to not

refer to gender during lessons and instead refer to students only by

their individual names and treat the classroom as one unit. The

children were assessed before and after the 4-week experimental

period on a range of skills and attitudes. Bigler found that the use

of gender as an organizing method in the classroom increased

children’s gender stereotyping in those classrooms, compared to

children in the control classroom in which gender was not an

organizing principle. When gender was made salient, children

showed greater stereotyping of occupations, for instance, believing

that there are some careers appropriate for “only women” and

“only men.” These children also had exaggerated beliefs about

gender-related traits for females and males – they believed females

and males were more different than did the classrooms that were

not organized according to gender. Children with less sophisticated

cognitive skills were especially influenced by the gender organiza-

tion of the classroom – their stereotypes were particularly rigid.

Bigler’s data suggest that to reduce stereotyping classroom teachers

and other adults should refrain from grouping children on the basis

of gender and this may be particularly important for younger chil-

dren who are still in the process of forming stereotypes. Why is it

that many people feel comfortable using gender as an explicit way

to organize children, whereas most people refrain from organizing

children according to race or ethnicity?

Promoting women’s success in the workplace

The studies on people’s perceptions of “non-traditional” women,

and by non-traditional, I mean feminists, lesbians, athletes, and
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women leaders in the workplace, are consistent. People, both

women and men, are uncomfortable with women who are perceived

to violate gender-role norms. Virginia Valian182 argues that the

workplace can be a challenging environment for women because

femininity is incompatible with workplace success. Masculinity,

those stereotyped characteristics associated with men such as com-

petitiveness and assertiveness, is required for success in the work-

place. For women, feminine behavior (outside the work place) is

encouraged and rewarded. Therefore, in work settings, women face

the bind of feeling pressured to conform to feminine stereotypes,

but recognize that masculine characteristics are required for success.

Valian has some suggestions for this area in which women can be

seen as out of place – the workplace.

Challenging hypotheses

When we hear about an individual’s success or failure we can

examine our own reactions to discover and state explicitly what

we implicitly see as its causes. Why did X not get promoted? Why did

the people at this morning’s meeting not discuss Y’s suggestion? If we

negatively evaluated a woman in some situation, we can try to

find a comparable behavior by a man to test whether we see his

behavior in the same light. Valian suggests conducting thought

experiments in which we switch the genders. Think about how

you would rate someone who is undependable or lazy. How would

we judge a man/woman for the same behavior? Are there situ-

ations in which people are more or less likely to rely on gender

stereotypes to evaluate women and men? With regard to

stereotyping, when people have more time to devote to thinking

about someone else’s behaviors and motivations, they are less

likely to rely on gender stereotypes. When we can give more

thorough attention, we are less likely to rely on gender stereo-

types. Also, if evaluators know that their judgments will be
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reviewed by an unbiased, higher authority, they are more likely to

form accurate judgments, and not judgments solely based on

gender stereotypes.
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four

“Gays flaunt their sexuality”: The myth
of hypersexuality

I have no problems working with or being around homosexuals as long as

they keep it private, as you would in a normal relationship. When they

flaunt their homosexuality they deserve the harassment they get.1

Who is the better parent, a convicted killer or a lesbian? In 1996,

Mary Ward found out the answer when she lost custody of her

daughter Cassey to her ex-husband, John Ward, because she was a

lesbian.2 Cassey, 12, had lived with her mother all of her life. In his

decision, the judge explained that he granted custody to the father

because he believed Cassey “should be given the opportunity to

live in a nonlesbian world.” And that Cassey should have the

“full opportunity to know that she can [l]ive another lifestyle if

she wants and not be led into this lifestyle just by virtue of the

fact of her living accommodations.” John Ward’s fourth marriage

of two years was cited as evidence of stability. Never mind that

John Ward had served eight years in prison for a second-degree

murder conviction for shooting and killing his first wife. Mary

Ward died of a heart attack in 1997 before she could appeal the

decision.
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This chapter explores the belief that lesbians and gay men are

somehow conspicuous and provocative about sex and sexuality in

ways that heterosexuals are not. This belief is expressed in a variety

of forms and in a range of contexts, but it can be distilled to one

issue: openness about one’s (homosexual) orientation is equivalent

to “flaunting it.” The belief that gay men and lesbians advertise

their sexuality is rooted in common errors in thinking and sup-

ported by a culture that tolerates and promotes homophobia and

heterosexism. This chapter begins with an examination of two

errors in thinking that are partly responsible for the belief that

homosexuals flaunt their sexuality. Next, I examine other flaws in

thinking that result from the larger context of hostility toward and

discrimination against lesbians, gaymen, and bisexuals – heterosexism

and homophobia. Homophobia, and its link to the specific myth of

gay flaunting, is discussed next. The chapter concludes with a

discussion of strategies that can be employed in daily life to reduce

the thinking that perpetuates this myth.

Gay associations: The illusory correlation

Illusory correlation is a term used by psychologists to describe a

common error in thinking in which an apparent association mis-

takenly becomes locked in as a conclusion. Illusory correlation

refers to an overestimation of the strength of a relationship bet-

ween two variables. The variables in question may in fact not be

related at all, or the relationship could be weaker than assumed.

Central to the concept of illusory correlation is the idea that certain

impressions and images are distinctive. This distinctiveness is

significant – we tend to notice the unusual and atypical. In illusory

correlation two elements become linked whether or not they have

any real connection. Illusory correlation is particularly important in

research on prejudice and discrimination. Through systematic

research and controlled experiments, social psychologists have
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confirmed what members of minority groups have known all along:

individual minority group members are required to stand in as

representatives of their entire group. When an individual’s behavior

is regarded as unacceptable in whatever way, that behavior stands

out as both less acceptable and more typical in the minds of non-

minority observers. Illusory correlation is part of the explanation for

this tendency.

An experiment by David Hamilton and Robert Gifford3 demon-

strates how illusory correlations develop. Participants in their study

read a series of statements describing desirable and undesirable

behaviors of members of two groups, Group A and Group B. The

two groups were only distinguished by their group labels, not by

more distinctive labels such as race or gender. There were twice as

many statements about Group A (the majority group) as

Group B (the minority group). Of each group’s statements, two

thirds described desirable behavior (“John, a member of Group A,

visited a sick friend in the hospital”), and one third undesirable beha-

vior (“Bob, a member of Group A, always talks about himself ”). Even

though there were more statements about Group A than about

Group B, the ratio of desirable to undesirable behaviors was the

same. Therefore an accurate evaluation of the two groups would

be that they engage in the same amount of good and bad

behavior. However, they found a bias: Group A (the majority)

was perceived more favorably than Group B (the minority) because

of the inclination to notice the distinctive behaviors in the state-

ments – in this case the undesirable behaviors of Group B (there

were fewer of these numerically). An illusory correlation is pro-

duced when the co-occurrence of the distinctive group and the

undesirable behavior can lead to the perception that the group

has a “natural” tendency towards the undesirable behavior. The

more we notice this link the more accessible in memory it becomes

and hence more likely to influence our subsequent judgments of

the target group.
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Let’s examine how illusory correlation works in general and then

explore the myth of gay flaunters. Take television news representa-

tions of minorities. In social environments in which whites in the

US have little contact with African Americans the effects of

illusory correlation on stereotypical thinking and, for example

African Americans and crime, illustrates this. When we measure

actual portrayals in media, African Americans are less likely to be

portrayed as victims of crime than whites, when you take into

account both groups’ crime rates in the actual population.4 More-

over, because African Americans are numerically a minority and

are underrepresented on television programs, the vivid and negative

portrayals of African Americans as criminals in network news and

in prime time television programming stand out and shape percep-

tions that misrepresent real-life African Americans. Add this to

the fact that African Americans are portrayed in less sympathetic

ways than whites on the news5 and the devastating effects of

illusory correlation become clear. Jane Risen6 and her colleagues

found that, in some cases, the witnessing of just one uncommon

event by a minority group member is enough to develop a stereotype

about the particular event and the minority group. This is known as

a one-shot illusory correlation.

Now consider representations of lesbians, gay men, and bisexuals

in mass media. One argument might contend that heterosexuals

are presented in both positive and negative ways in the media, and

numerically there may be actually more negative portrayals of het-

erosexuals simply as a function of numerically more representations

of heterosexuals overall. If this is the case, what is the complaint?

What could be objectionable about negative representations of gay

people if there actually are more negative representations of het-

erosexuals? Research on illusory correlation demonstrates the sig-

nificant impact of the phenomenon of fewer representations of

minorities overall. The complaint comes from the fact that nega-

tive portrayals of a less represented group are more vivid, more
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memorable, and have potentially more real-life impact than any

negative representations of a majority group, in this case, hetero-

sexuals. According to the predictions of illusory correlation, those

negative and stereotypical portrayals will be more salient and mem-

orable to the viewer than negative portrayals of heterosexuals. You

can understand then why, for example, in post September 11 US,

Muslim groups in the United States object to even a single negative

portrayal of a Muslim terrorist in a popular film. There are so few

portrayals of Muslims overall that this one negative representation

could have a greater impact than hundreds of negative portrayals of

non-Muslims.

The concept of illusory correlation has strong explanatory value

for us in understanding stereotyped judgments of lesbians, gay men,

and heterosexuals. J. Manuel Casas and his colleagues7 measured

the effect of stereotyping by mental health professionals on their

memory and recall of information about people based on gender

and sexual orientation. Mental health professionals (e.g. therapists

and clinicians) were given cards that identified hypothetical per-

sons with information about their gender and sexual orientation.

Each card had additional information consistent with stereotypes of

that group (e.g. gay man described as “promiscuous”) as well as

information inconsistent with stereotypes of that group (gay man

described as “masculine”). After the participants studied the cards,

their recall accuracy of the different kinds of information was

measured. Casas found that more stereotype-consistent information

was remembered than stereotype-inconsistent information. In other

words, people better remember information that confirms their

stereotypes than information that disconfirms their stereotypes. It

is noteworthy that the participants in this study were mental health

professionals – individuals who are trained experts in human behav-

ior, are in positions to help people and are or should be unbiased,

fair, and non-judgmental. These findings suggest that many of us,

regardless of our training and background, are subject to errors in
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processing. It is very likely that one has contact with a lesbian or

gay man every day (whether we realize it or not) but what people

pay attention to and remember is the effeminate gay man and the

masculine lesbian because the images are consistent with cultural

stereotypes about lesbians and gay men.

Assumptions about gay people and gayness

Vividness: Gayness standing out

Social psychologists use the term vividness effect to describe the

tendency to pay attention to only certain distinctive characteristics.

In this case, certain examples of lesbians and gay men are more

salient because they are more vivid and stand out. Many studies in

social psychology and consumer behavior have been conducted on

the nature and effectiveness of vivid appeals8 – those messages that,

while perhaps containing inaccurate information compared to more

ordinary messages, create a striking and lasting if mistaken impres-

sion on the individual. Vivid appeals distort one’s ability to fairly

appraise the whole picture. Think about the most memorable tele-

vision commercials: the Geicotm gecko who sells car insurance, or a

famous athlete pitching Niketm shoes. Neither of these commercials

give you much information about the products they are selling but

they do create vivid, memorable images. Vivid appeals work for

several reasons. First, vivid images and events attract attention: a

drag queen is more noticeable than a librarian. Second, vivid infor-

mation appears to be more concrete and personal. If a co-worker

wonders, “Why do lesbians want to be men?” hearing the question

could just confirm the belief in your own similar stereotype. Third,

vivid information acts to frame an issue, and it has the effect of

focusing the audience’s attention on issues and claims that the

communicator feels are most important. For instance, if someone

is preoccupied with how lesbians and gay men appear to violate
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gender roles and flaunt their sexuality, that is what becomes the

focus of their concern – not for instance, how heterosexuals flaunt

their sexuality. Finally, vivid images are memorable and come to

mind easily.

So imagine watching your nightly television news. Your local

network affiliate reports on your city’s Gay Pride parade. What

images does the news show? The “dykes-on-bikes” “butch” women

in leather on motorcycles, drag queens in gigantic fuchsia-colored

wigs, barely clothed young men in leather bikinis, men holding

hands with other men, women with women and your reaction is,

“Why can’t those people just act normal?” or “Why do I have to see this

stuff on TV?” The news report does not show the majority of

lesbians and gay men who look quite ordinary and inconspicuous,

suburban, corporate, academic, working class, or otherwise not

remarkable. Such news reports do not show footage of families

who come to the parade with diaper bags and strollers. In fact, if

the news simply showed the spectators at the Pride parade viewers

would see quite a range of people – families, grandparents, the usual

variety of parade-goers. But you can imagine that this would not

make for very interesting, vivid, news. Portraying lesbian, gay, and

bisexual people as freaks, or at least as those out of the mainstream,

is much more interesting news and therefore the stereotype that

homosexuals are perverse and deviant is perpetuated. If the occa-

sional glimpse of a Gay Pride parade is a person’s only exposure to

lesbians, gay men, and bisexuals, it is not surprising that this person

attends to the most vivid images and makes the illusory correlation

between mannishness and lesbianism, and flamboyancy and gay

men. We begin to view lesbians and gay men (or those we think

are lesbian and gay) through a lens that only sees masculine women

and feminine men.

Once we have the information that a person is a lesbian or

gay man that single characteristic assumes great significance and,

we tend to see the person through a lens of stereotypes perpetuated
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by our culture. Several social psychology studies illustrate how

people’s assumptions guide their judgments of lesbians and gay

men. A typical experiment works like this. Lee Jussim and col-

leagues9 gave a writing sample claimed to be written by either a

heterosexual man or a gay man. In reality, the writing sample was

created by the researchers and the content was identical in the

sample for both writers. Student participants were asked to rate

the writing on whether they thought the writer was creative, intelli-

gent, likeable, and mentally stable. Students reported liking the

(supposed) heterosexual writer more than the (supposed) gay writer,

and were more likely to think that the gay writer was mentally

disturbed compared to the heterosexual writer. Again, the actual

writing samples were the same for both types of writers. Jussim’s

study demonstrates how group labels bias people’s perception of

others. Although this study does not address the belief that lesbians

and gay men flaunt their sexuality, it does demonstrate that people

tend to have a set of (negative) expectations of lesbians and gay

people and these expectations cloud and confuse their judgment

making it more likely that lesbians and gay people are not judged as

individuals but as members of groups about which there are specific

negative stereotypes.

You can spot one

I have given up counting how many of my students believe they

have “gaydar” and can tell whether a person is lesbian, gay, or

straight. But there is a simple logical error revealed in this assump-

tion. It’s kind of like spotting a toupée – sure, we can spot toupées

that look like toupées but we cannot spot the ones that do not look

like toupées. As former US Secretary of State Donald Rumsfeld

famously remarked, we don’t know what we don’t know.10

One aspect of sexuality that contributes to people’s confidence

in “spotting one” is that sexual orientation can be concealed from
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view to a greater extent than some other social statuses such as age,

gender and race. It is uncommon for a person’s gender to be unclear

or ambiguous, and one’s race is usually identifiable, although there

are certainly instances of people of color identifying as multiracial

rather than occupying a strictly bounded category. This fact encour-

ages the tendency for people to see a masculine woman, who may or

may not be a lesbian, and be convinced that their gaydar is working

and they have indeed spotted a lesbian. Or to see a feminine man

and believe, again accurately or not, that he is gay, and thus feel

reinforced in the viewer’s belief that lesbians are mannish and gay

men are feminine. Never mind all the lesbians and gay men who do

not fit the stereotype; such individuals never appear on the “gaydar”

screen.

People tend to think lesbians and gay men are easy to spot because,

as Mary E. Kite and Kay Deaux11 found, heterosexuals’ characteriza-

tions of lesbians and gay men, compared with heterosexuals, are based

on visual markers rather than less obvious and concrete attributes.

According to Kite and Deaux, gay men can supposedly be identified

by their wearing of jewelry, their feminine mannerisms and walk,

their feminine clothing, and high-pitched voices. Lesbians are appar-

ently identifiable by their short hair, masculine appearance, and

unattractiveness. Not insignificantly, heterosexuals, according to Kite

and Deaux’s study, can be identified because they are “normal.” You

can imagine with these stereotypes floating around in people’s heads,

how a whole world of lesbians, gay men, and bisexuals are totally

missed because they do not conform to these stereotypes.

This combination of stereotyped images of lesbians and gay men

and the fact that they are typically not distinguishable from hetero-

sexuals has serious implications for the treatment of, not only

lesbians and gay men, but also heterosexuals who might not con-

form to the heterosexual norm. The result is a tyranny of rigid

gender and sexual orientation roles that hangs over all of us because

anyone who does not conform to gender stereotypes could be
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suspect. And lesbian/gay-baiting – the targeting of homosexuals, or

suspected homosexuals for abuse – by heterosexuals would not be

effective if there were a definitive way to identify someone’s sexual

orientation. And of course lesbian/gay-baiting would not be effect-

ive if there were no stigma attached to being lesbian or gay. But

because there is no way of telling whether someone is gay or straight

except if they tell you, and because there is a stigma associated with

homosexuality, women are pressured to appear and behave

adequately feminine and men are pressured to appear and behave

adequately masculine. All of us, regardless of our sexual orientation,

should desire to disrupt gender myths and the rigid rules that

accompany gender roles. Negative views about homosexuality func-

tion to keep everyone in their place.

Anyone who is gay is too gay

But there is another level at which to examine the question about

homosexuals flaunting their sexuality. What does the flaunting

issue actually say about those who are concerned about it?

I suspect that what people may really mean is that disclosing that

one is gay is itself an act of flaunting. Just simply knowing that

someone is gay is too distracting and distasteful for some people.

To understand why people so readily believe that gay people flaunt

their sexuality requires an examination of heterosexual privilege

and heterosexism.

One of the ways powerful groups stay powerful is through privi-

lege. As Allan Johnson12 notes, privilege generally allows people to

assume a certain level of acceptance, inclusion, and respect as they

move through the world. Privilege grants cultural authority to make

judgments about others. It allows certain people to define reality

and to maintain prevailing definitions of reality that fit their experi-

ence. Privilege means being able to decide who gets taken seriously,

who receives attention, and it confers a presumption of superiority
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and social permission to act on that presumption without having to

worry about being challenged. To have privilege is to be able to

move through life without being marked as an outsider, as deviant,

as the other. One aspect of privilege is that the privileged are in the

position of establishing and setting the basis of behavior by which

conduct is appraised and “normal” is defined. Privileged groups are

viewed as the norm, they are taken as the standard of comparison

that represents the best that society has to offer, or at least the most

normal. Those who are members of groups who are not the norm

are compared, almost always unfavorably, to those seen as regular,

normal people. For instance in the United States, a male-dominated

patriarchal society, men are seen as the norm to which women are

compared and viewed as different and deviant. For example, the

normative nature of male privilege is represented in the language

we use (e.g. man’s best friend, the history of mankind), and in

seemingly small but constant examples such as having a drawing

of the (white) male body stand for all humans in anatomy classes. In

my field, psychology, historically women were not used as research

participants because they were considered to be too variable and it

was assumed that data from women could not be generalized to all

people, whereas data from men were thought to be generalizable to

all. When mass media report on “gender issues,” they usually mean

issues related to women – in this case, men are seen as regular

people, as normal, and women are marked and viewed as a special

interest group. The same is true for race with whites seen as the

norm and people of color as the other, as in “those people” – people

who are different from you and me and other “regular” people.

Not surprisingly then, heterosexuality is considered to be the

norm, while homosexuality is considered the other. Take a look at

The heterosexual questionnaire. When these questions typically asked

of lesbian and gay people by heterosexuals are framed in the reverse,

you see how heterosexuality is the taken-for-granted norm. For

instance, how often do heterosexuals have to explain why they
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are the way they are (“Do you think you were born that way?”)?

Heterosexuals are entitled to heterosexual privilege – the unearned

and taken-for-granted advantages and benefits of being the norm.

In his book, Power, Privilege, and Difference, Allan Johnson13 lists

some of the many advantages heterosexuals receive for being

members of a group considered the norm. For instance, heterosexuals

do not have to worry that if they get fired from a job, it may have

been due to their sexual orientation; heterosexuals can live where

they want without having to worry about neighbors who disapprove

of their sexual orientation; and perhaps most relevant to our discus-

sion here, heterosexuals do not run the risk of being reduced to a

single aspect (sex) of their lives, as if being heterosexual summed up

the kind of person they are. Instead, they can be viewed and treated

as complex human beings who happen to be heterosexual.

Heterosexual questionnaire (excerpt)

(1977, Martin Rochlin)

1. What do you think caused your heterosexuality?

2. When and how did you first decide you were heterosexual?

3. Is it possible that your heterosexuality is just a phase you may

grow out of?

4. Is it possible that your heterosexuality stems from a fear of

others of the same sex?

5. If you have never slept with a member of your own sex, is it

possible that you might be gay if you tried it?

6. If heterosexuality is normal, why are so many mental patients

heterosexual?

7. Why do you heterosexual people try to seduce others into your

lifestyle?

8. Why do you flaunt your heterosexuality? Can’t you just be who

you are and keep it quiet?
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9. The great majority of child molesters are heterosexual. Do you

consider it safe to expose your children to heterosexual teachers?

10. With all the societal support that marriage receives, the

divorce rate is spiraling. Why are there so few stable relation-

ships among heterosexual people?

11. Why are heterosexual people so promiscuous?

12. Would you want your children to be heterosexual, knowing the

problems theywould face, such as heartbreak, disease, and divorce?

The high stakes of parental rights and custody

One arena in which stereotypes about lesbians and gay men involve

high stakes with dire consequences is in the area of parental rights.

Lesbians and gay men may face a judge in child custody disputes

or in adoption cases. Here you can see where merely existing as a

lesbian or gay person is akin to flaunting your “lifestyle.” Families

can be and have been pulled apart and destroyed because a judge

could not see past a parent’s homosexuality and get past their

stereotypes about homosexuals. It is not surprising then, in this

cultural and political atmosphere that assumes merely being lesbian

or gay constitutes “flaunting” one’s sexuality, that judges in family

law cases stereotypically and erroneously presume that gay and

lesbian parents will perform, demonstrate and otherwise flaunt

sexual behavior and that it is presumed heterosexual parents will

not.14 Just what an individual judge may understand as flaunting

ranges from judge to judge but none of it is good. Sometimes,

merely being in a relationship if a parent is lesbian or gay is grounds

for losing custody of a child. Kimberly Richman15 analyzed the

language of all US appellate court decisions over the past 50 years

in which there was a custody dispute involving a lesbian or gay

parent, 235 cases in all. In 47% of the cases, the court criticized a

lesbian or gay parent for associating with others who were openly

lesbian or gay. For instance, sometimes in order for mothers to get
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custody of the children, they were barred from living with a woman

partner. What underlies these decisions is judges’ views that lesbian

and gay relationships are bad for children. Judges have described

lesbian and gay relationships as “unusual,” “irregular,” and “abnor-

mal.”16 As Richman discovered, the implication here is that parents

should be able to separate their behavior from their sexual identity

and not “act on” their homosexuality. (Can you imagine a hetero-

sexual parent being ordered to not act on their heterosexuality? To

not become romantically involved with another person? To not

affiliate with other heterosexuals?)

There is the sometimes tacit, sometimes explicit, expectation

that it is a lesbian or gay parent’s duty to shield children from the

evidence of their sexuality. In one case a gay father was accused of

“choosing his own sexual gratification” over his child merely

because he openly affirmed his gay identity. In another analysis

of child custody cases, Katherine Arnup17 found judges making

peculiar comparisons of parents’ behavior. For instance, during

one proceeding a judge stated, “Mrs. K’s homosexuality is . . . no

more of a bar to her obtaining custody than is the fact of Mr. K’s

drug use.” Mrs. K was eventually granted custody of her child

because the judge concluded: “[T]heir relationship will be discreet

and will not be flaunted to the children or to the community at

large.”18 In another case, the court criticized a lesbian mother and

removed her child from her custody because the mother allegedly

“felt her individual rights [to live with a companion] were as

important as her child’s.”19 Imagine a heterosexual parent being

chastised in this way. On the other hand, a gay father was called

untrustworthy by a judge for having hidden his homosexuality

from family members. Lesbian and gay parents really are damned

if they do and damned if they don’t. The issue of “flaunting” is

more serious than impressions, attitudes, and media images: It is

a matter of life and death for millions of lesbians, gay men, and

bisexuals.
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The lesson from these cases, as well as the case of Mary Ward

described at the beginning of this chapter, seems to be this: It’s okay

to be lesbian or gay as long as you’re not actually lesbian or gay. It is

relatively rare that heterosexuals have to prove that their relation-

ships would not negatively affect their children – in fact, hetero-

sexual relationships are perceived as a sign of stability, whereas

lesbian and gay relationships are a sign of flaunting.

“What about the children?”

All this discussion regarding judicial concerns about lesbian and gay

parents’ flaunting (i.e. being open about) their sexuality brings up

an important question. What impact does having a lesbian or gay

parent have on a child? What is the impact of having a parent with a

live-in partner?Charlotte Patterson20 reviewed all available studies on

the effects a lesbian or gay parent’s sexuality has on a child. Not

only are children not harmed in questions of, for example, psycho-

logical adjustment or self-esteem, but research shows that children

raised by open lesbian and gay parents do just as well as children

of heterosexuals. For example, the self-esteem among daughters

of lesbian mothers whose partners lived with them was higher than

the self-esteem of daughters whose lesbian mothers did not live

with a partner (there were no comparable patterns with sons). The

relationship between daughters’ self-esteem and mothers with live-

in partners is only correlational, meaning we cannot necessarily

conclude that lesbians living with partners causes the daughters of

lesbians to have high self-esteem. Perhaps mothers with high self-

esteem themselves are more likely to be involved in a romantic

relationship and to have daughters who also have high self-esteem.

Regardless of how it is interpreted, there is no evidence to suggest

that a live-in partner of a lesbian negatively impacts the children.21

Other studies find that children raised by same-sex couples do not

differ in their family and school relationships from children with
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heterosexual parents.22 However, children of same-sex parents

have reported less support from school administrators and teachers,

compared to their peers with heterosexual parents.23

How does openness about parental sexuality actually affect

lesbian and gay parents and their children? Patterson found that

lesbian mothers’ psychological well-being was related to the extent

to which they were open about their sexual orientation with

employers, ex-husbands, and children. A mother who felt comfort-

able disclosing her identity was also more likely to express a greater

sense of well-being. In light of the child development research

finding that children’s adjustment in heterosexual families is often

related to maternal mental health, we could expect factors that

enhance mental health among lesbian mothers may also benefit

their children. There is also some evidence that children whose

fathers were rejecting of the mother’s lesbianism tended to report

lower self-esteem than those whose fathers were neutral or positive.

Finally, the age at which children learn of a parent’s lesbian or gay

identity can impact how the child responds. Basically, the earlier a

child learns of her parent’s homosexuality, the better the child will

feel about it and the more adjusted the child will be.

Now that same-sex marriage is legal in a few states in the US,

it is possible to study the nature of those unions compared with

heterosexual married couples. A study by Kimberly Balsam24 and

her colleagues compared same-sex couples in civil unions, same-sex

couples not in civil unions, and heterosexual married couples on a

variety of issues such as conflict, intimacy, and relationship quality.

Balsam and her colleagues found that compared with heterosexual

married participants, both types of same-sex couples reported

greater relationship quality, compatibility, intimacy, and lower

levels of conflict. Same-sex couples not in civil unions were more

likely to have ended their relationships than same-sex civil union

or heterosexual married couples. Finally, another study that com-

pared the relationships between same-sex couples with three
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categories of heterosexual couples: dating, engaged, and married.

Results indicated that individuals in committed same-sex relation-

ships were generally not distinguishable from their committed

heterosexual counterparts, with one exception: in laboratory obser-

vations, lesbian couples were more effective at working together

than the other groups.25

In stark contrast to some judicial rulings, by all available

accounts, it’s best for children with a lesbian or gay parent to learn

early of their parent’s sexuality, have a parent who is open about

their sexuality, to be in a stable romantic relationship, and to be in

an environment where others are affirming or at least accepting

of the parent’s sexuality. You can imagine, with gay marriage being

illegal in most states in the US, how this allows judges to use rather

idiosyncratic discretion in custody matters. When there is no fed-

eral marriage protection, a judge feels no pressure whatsoever to

recognize or validate lesbian and gay relationships.

Flaunting it at work?

The workplace is another domain where the line between flaunting

one’s sexuality and simply existing can be blurry. As with parenting

issues, when lesbians and gay men find their sexuality a subject of

focus and harassment at work, the ramifications can be devastating

because of the impact on one’s very livelihood (i.e. one’s ability

to make money). Estela Bensimon26 analyzed faculty responses

to a survey on the campus climate for lesbian and gay faculty

at a university. Seventy-five percent of university professors who

responded to the survey mentioned that being gay is private and

shouldn’t be “flaunted” in public. A typical response was, “Why do

they need everyone to know they are gay? I don’t introduce myself as a

heterosexual, why would I want to know their sexual orientation? It’s

nobody’s business who you spend time with.”27 On the surface, this

is a reasonable statement. We are talking about a professional
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environment, who wants to know whom others sleep with? But

being gay or lesbian is not simply about who one sleeps with

(although some heterosexuals seem to think so – see next section).

As William Pugh28 found, in a study of lesbian, gay, and bisexual

professors: “The very fact of being gay, lesbian, or bisexual and of

being open about it is often viewed by the intolerant as ‘pushiness.’”

The logic underlying this reasoning according to Estela Bensi-

mon hinges on an apparent private/public distinction of personal

disclosure. This reasoning is as follows: lesbians and gay men have

made a personal decision (i.e. a choice) to engage in homosexual

behavior; therefore, to complain in public of inequalities derived

from their individual and freely made choices undermines the

protective intents in the separation between public and private.

Therefore, as long as sexual orientation is viewed as a private

matter, the workplace can deny responsibility to protect gay men

and lesbians from unfair and unequal treatment. If lesbians and

gay men would simply not make the choice to disclose their

sexuality in the workplace, then no one would know, and there-

fore, no one would discriminate against them. A homophobic co-

worker who is prejudiced may interpret the disclosure of a col-

league’s sexual orientation as an aggressive, flaunting act because

they do not want to come into contact with “those” people whom

their prejudices have taught them to distrust and fear. This per-

ceived “pushiness” on the part of a gay man or lesbian disclosing

their orientation can be punished by the denial of jobs and

promotions. To some, honesty about one’s identity can be con-

strued as a political statement, rather than mere honesty. But

being lesbian, gay, or bisexual, is part of a person’s identity and

cannot be separated from its political message. Coming out at

work has been described by lesbian and gay employees as one of

the most important points in their career.29 As an example, look

at the dilemma faced by a professor invited to a dinner party with

colleagues:
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The department has a party, and everyone’s asked to bring their

partners. So, the gay or lesbian person immediately faces a dilemma.

Do they bring the partner and acknowledge the fact that this is who

they are and their partner has an equal status with the spouses and

other partners – the heterosexual partners – of other members of the

department or do they just come to the party by themselves? Now,

why would it be so bad just to bring the partner? Well, what it is, is

that you’re forcing people to acknowledge that you really are gay. It’s

not just something that’s on paper or something that happens outside

the university in your personal life, but you’re bringing your personal

life into your public life.30

If this person declines the invitation altogether because of the

hassle it brings, then she risks appearing anti-social, and collegiality

could be a factor in judging someone’s tenure. Collegiality often

includes joshing around and talking about family relationships,

spouses, and other aspects of personal life. If your personal life is

kept private, you seem unfriendly, but if you are open about your

private life, you may be viewed as flaunting your sexuality. Subtle

prejudice can manifest itself during hiring and promotion when a

member of the search committee describes a lesbian or gay professor

as “someone who just doesn’t fit in here.” The lesbian or gay profes-

sional’s sexual orientation is a source of possible controversy in a

manner that the heterosexual’s is not. That one could face discrim-

ination in the tenure or promotion process because of one’s choice

of a dinner-party date is a fear that heterosexuals rarely face.

There is a double standard used when judging the sexualized

behavior of heterosexuals and lesbians and gay men. James Ward

and Diana Winstanley31 interviewed heterosexual and gay firefight-

ers in the UK and found the common sentiment about the openness

of gay firefighters about their sexuality: the sentiment is, being gay

is okay, but talking about it is not. Fire stations, like police depart-

ments and the military, are highly masculinized environments

where heterosexuality is surely flaunted in terms of men discussing

sexual relations with women, pin-up calendars, etc. But for a gay or
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lesbian firefighter, merely disclosing one’s sexuality amounts to too

much information. Keeping one’s sexuality a secret requires people

not to talk about their partners, friends, family, or what they do on

the weekend.

Equating homosexuality with sex

I’ve about decided if it wasn’t for the sex I could be gay. Hell then you’re

just hanging out with your buddies.

Comedian Bill Engvall32

The fundamental notion that lesbians and gay men are believed to

flaunt their sexuality is rooted in some heterosexuals’ belief that the

difference between homosexuality and heterosexuality can be

reduced to the act of sex. It seems to be the case that heterosexuals

sometimes equate homosexuality with sex. Let’s look at the mani-

festations and consequences of this tendency to reduce sexual

orientation, especially a homosexual orientation, to sexual behavior

alone.

A common stereotype of gay men is that they are child moles-

ters.33 Think about it. Would you rather entrust your child to a

baby sitter who is heterosexual or homosexual? When young boys

are molested by men, this is often taken as evidence that the

molester is a homosexual. However, many molesters are pedophiles,

individuals who are sexually fixated on children. Sometimes the

fixation is on male children, more often on female, and sometimes

on both. Pedophiles do not develop mature sexual relationships with

adults and some have never had an adult sexual relationship,

either homosexual or heterosexual. Two studies are relevant here.

Carole Jenny and her colleagues,34 in a study on child abuse,

examined 269 child molestation cases and found that 82% of the

alleged offenders were heterosexual partners of a close relative of

the child, such as a stepfather. In only two (0.7%) cases were the

offenders identifiable as lesbian or gay. Jenny concludes, “In other
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words, in this sample, a child’s risk of being molested by his or

her relative’s heterosexual partner is over 100 times greater than by

someone who might be identifiable as being homosexual, lesbian,

or bisexual.”35

A. Nicholas Groth and H. Jean Birnbaum,36 in a study of adult

attraction to underaged individuals, studied the records of 175 men

convicted of child sexual abuse. First of all, most victims were girls,

a fact that is often lost in the face of anti-gay hysteria about child

molestation. Second, in terms of the perpetrators, of the 175 men

examined, none were gay men. In fact Groth and Birnbaum con-

clude their study by stating, “It appears, therefore, that the adult

heterosexual male constitutes a greater sexual risk to under age

children than does the adult homosexual male.”37

Why, in view of available evidence, the myth of the link between

gay men and child molestation persists can be explained by the

simplistic and inaccurate belief that if a boy is molested by an adult

man, the man must be a homosexual. Again, the man is probably a

pedophile, not a gay man, but because it’s a same-sex molestation, the

myth persists. The myth that gay men are child molesters also contri-

butes to the belief that homosexuals are sexual predators who set out

and are able to “recruit” children and unsuspecting heterosexual adults

into their “lifestyle.”

In her analysis of court cases involving lesbian and gay parents

described earlier Kimberly Richman found a consistent thread of

concerns about “homosexual recruitment.” Judges fear that a child

will model himself after a gay role model or that a parent’s “sexual

disorientation”38 will rub off on a child or the child will catch it as if

it’s a gay cooty.

If this were true, why couldn’t the heterosexual parents of les-

bians and gay children convert them to heterosexuality? If sexual

orientation developed in a role-model fashion, there would be few

lesbians and gay men in our society because of the clear social

sanctions against it. And why would lesbians and gay men want
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to recruit children? Lesbians and gay adults are interested in

relationships with other lesbian and gay adults, not heterosexuals

and not children.

Is there any truth to support the belief that children of lesbians or

gay men become gay? A number of studies have examined whether

children of lesbians and gay men are more likely to become lesbian

or gay themselves compared to children raised in heterosexual

households. Research says no. Also, children of lesbian or gay parents

are no different than children raised by heterosexuals in terms

of their gender identity (a person’s self-identification as female

or male) and gender-role behavior (the extent to which a person’s

activities are gender stereotyped). The only exception found is a

slight tendency for daughters of lesbian mothers to be more inter-

ested in rough-and-tumble play and masculine-stereotyped toys

such as trucks (there were no comparable differences for sons).39

As Charlotte Patterson concluded in her summary of these studies,

“In all these studies, the behavior and preferences of children in

unconventional families were seen as falling within conventional

limits.”40 Personally, I am disappointed that children of lesbian and

gay parents are as gender stereotyped as their counterparts with

heterosexual parents. Subverting rigid gender stereotypes can have

benefits for girls and boys especially when they grow up and interact

in adult romantic relationships.41

In addition to the implications discussed above, heterosexuals’

equating lesbian or gay identity or “lifestyle” with only sexual

behavior has implications for programs aimed at prejudice and

discrimination reduction in schools. Many schools in the United

States have programs, sometimes related to bullying and conflict

resolution, aimed at reducing racial and gender prejudice and discri-

mination. These programs would obviously lend themselves to

working against anti-lesbian and gay prejudice. However, many of

these programs do not include the topic of sexual orientation

because some teachers and school administrators believe the
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discussion would automatically be part of “sex education” and so

they fear parents and politicians will complain, or children will

need signed permission slips in order to participate in such a

curriculum.

Heterosexual obsession with gay sex

stephen colbert: Lesbian, um I was imagining that you wanted to tell

us about your first lesbian experience. Did you wanna

do that?

lesbian: No. Thanks. But no.

stephen colbert: Okay. Maybe later?

lesbian: No. I’m good. Thanks.

Daily Show correspondent Stephen Colbert interviewing a

lesbian at the 2004 Democratic National Convention.42

Everywhere one turns it seems there are jokes and references

to gay and lesbian sex. Jokes about male prison rape, or references

to heterosexual men’s desire to witness lesbian sex, are common in

popular culture. There seems to be an odd fascination, bordering on

obsession, in popular culture and among some heterosexuals about

homosexual sex, whereas there seems to be no parallel on the part

of lesbians and gay men about heterosexual sex. Social science data

support this fascination of lesbians and gay men and the sex they

engage in.

Sue Sharpe43 interviewed middle- and high schoolers about their

attitudes about homosexuality. Among some other features of

homosexuality, the physical aspects of lesbian and gay relationships

bothered the young people. A concern that lesbians and gay peers

will try to seduce them was also expressed. In Katherine Arnup’s

analysis of child custody cases involving lesbian mothers, she found

that some judges have a prurient interest in the subject of lesbian-

ism. Judges’ attempts to determine what precisely constitutes

“homosexual acts” when the mother explicitly identifies herself as
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a lesbian, seem to go beyond legitimate fact-finding. In Kimberly

Richman’s analysis of court documents from lesbian and gay parent

custody cases, she reported that in one case, the judge questioned

extensively the mother and her partner about their sexual activities.

After, the judge stated that he was “struck by the primacy that . . .

the two lesbians . . . give to multiple organisms [sic]. They mean

more to them apparently than the children.”44 Perhaps they meant

more to the judge than the children.

Some social scientists, particularly those influenced by psycho-

analytic theory, argue that some actively homophobic people are

protecting their egos from their own homosexual tendencies. While

this theory is thought of as a cheap shot by some, to automatically

assume those uncomfortable with homosexuality are indeed gay

themselves, a study by Henry Adams and his colleagues45 is an

intriguing examination of the psychoanalytic hypothesis about

homophobia. They divided a group of heterosexual men into homo-

phobes, defined as those with an irrational fear, hatred, and intole-

rance of lesbians and gay men, and non-homophobes, based on

their responses on a survey about attitudes towards homosexuals.

Each man viewed three segments of video: sex between two women,

sex between two men, and sex between a woman and a man. During

viewing, each man’s penis was attached to a penile plethysmograph,

an instrument that measures penile circumference (erections).

After viewing the clips, each man was asked to report his degree

of arousal to each clip. Thus, Adams and his colleagues had two

measures of arousal: physiological as measured by the plethysmo-

graph, and the men’s own self-report. The results revealed a start-

ling disconnect between physiological and stated arousal among the

homophobic men. Both groups of men reported feeling more

aroused watching the lesbian sex and the heterosexual sex videos

than the gay sex. However, when it came to the men’s physiological

arousal, the homophobic men showed significantly more arousal

while watching the gay men having sex than the non-homophobic
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men did. Paradoxically, the men who hate homosexuals were

aroused by the gay video while the men who are comfortable with

homosexuals were not aroused. The easiest explanation for these

paradoxical findings comes from psychoanalytic psychology: the

homophobic man doth protest too much. Gay men’s sex threatens

their own homosexual impulses. This explanation suggests that men

who actively dislike gay men may have homosexual tendencies

themselves that they are acting against – maybe they are in fact

gay. While the men who do not have anything to prove, who are

not aroused by other men, do not feel the need to express negativity

toward gay men. The argument that homophobes-are-latent-

homosexuals is intriguing to be sure (maybe when homophobes

hear about this study, they’ll shut up about gay men for fear of being

suspected of being closeted). However, sexual desire isn’t the only

explanation for men’s erections. Erections can indicate other arousal

states such as fear and embarrassment. Also, we must be cautious

and not assume that every homophobe is a closeted homosexual –

not everyone who is homophobic is gay just as not every closeted

lesbian or gay man is homophobic. But this research does suggest

that perhaps a segment of those men who are fearful and hateful

towards gay men might in fact have same-sex desires themselves.

Who really flaunts their sexuality?

So do homosexuals flaunt their sexuality? Probably not nearly to the

extent people think. Do heterosexuals flaunt their sexuality? Abso-

lutely. Consider this. We are bombarded with conspicuous and

extravagant heterosexual display: wedding rings, holding hands

and kissing in public, and heterosexual co-workers seem compelled

to show off pictures of their wives and husbands and girlfriends and

boyfriends on their walls and desks.

The thing to notice here is the intricate and ubiquitous displays

of heterosexual normativity and the exhibitions of heterosexual sex
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and romance that are placed front-and-center, with bright spotlights

even when romance, sex, and heterosexuality are not at issue and the

venue is sexuality-neutral (as opposed to its centered place in, say, a

wedding ceremony). The ways in which for example heterosexuals

on television talk shows talk about their other-sex partners inces-

santly; friends, relatives, and co-workers inviting you to an engage-

ment or bridal shower; bridal magazines and bridal expos, nearly

every television show and film; MTV Spring Break reporting;

St. Patrick’s Day parades; Valentine’s Day. What is significant here

is the lack of positive images of gay romance paired with claims of gay

flaunting in the middle of constant virtual heterosexual orgies.

Imagine if a claim were being made that the young women we

see exposing their breasts in Girls Gone Wild videos represented all,

or even typical, 20-year-old white heterosexual women. But this

claim would be resisted because most people believe that they

know “normal” white heterosexual 20-year olds and know they do

not behave like that (or at least do not typically behave that way).

Homophobia, not homosexuals, is the problem

There are consequences of reducing and equating lesbian, gay or

bisexual orientations to merely sex with implications for our ori-

ginal question about why homosexuals supposedly flaunt their sexu-

ality. First, if sexual orientation is just about behavior, then people

say that homosexuals should be able to control their behavior – just

choose to have sex with other-gender people. But why would

lesbians or gay people want to change their behavior any more than

would heterosexual people? Second, as Suzanne Pharr argues,46 in

her landmark analysis of homophobia, by making sexual orientation

a bedroom issue people feel free to argue that sex should be kept

private, behind closed doors. Therefore, by a woman merely disclos-

ing she is a lesbian, for example, she appears to be flaunting it.
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Heterosexuals are not required to disclose their sexual orientation

because heterosexuality is assumed.

Perhaps instead of focusing on stereotypes of lesbians, gay men,

and bisexuals, and monitoring lesbians, gay men, and bisexuals’

behavior for apparent oddities, we should focus on homophobia and

heterosexism. In the United States, lesbians and gay men do not

enjoy the same civil rights as heterosexuals. They can be fired or

not hired because of their sexual orientation, and cannot marry in

most states therefore they are not granted the nearly 1,000 rights

married couples have, from tax breaks, to hospital visitation rights.

Sixty-nine percent of lesbian and gay youth have been physically

threatened and assaulted because of their sexual orientation.47

So perhaps our focus should be on the system of heterosexism

and those individuals who are homophobic. Before outlining some

strategies to reduce homophobia, heterosexism and stereotypes

about lesbians, gay men, and bisexuals, let’s turn to some features

of homophobia relevant to the myth presented at the beginning of

this chapter.

One important characteristic of homophobia, and this is the case

for any kind of bigotry, is that the homophobe, or bigot, flourishes

in a climate of ignorance. While many homophobes have met

lesbians, gay men, or bisexual people personally, few have gotten

to know one well, so their ideas about homosexuality rarely come

from experience with actual lesbians, gay men, and bisexuals. Their

ideas come from secondary sources such as mass media and other

homophobes. Therefore, their ideas about homosexuality are based

on stereotypes and myth. Homophobes are not interested in the

truth about homosexuality because that would require them to

modify their beliefs and to make adjustments for all the variety in

individuals. Indeed being bigoted virtually requires avoiding the

objects of one’s bigotry, so that eventually there is no first-hand

knowledge of the subject anywhere to be found. While there are
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myths and stereotypes about heterosexuals – for example the

hypersexual construction worker or the hyposexual nerdy intellec-

tual – at least some of what most straight people know about other

straight people is based on direct observation.

The characteristics of homophobia I describe above come from

psychiatrist Martin Kantor.48 In his discussion of his clinical

patients, Kantor outlines characteristics of homophobes, some of

which are relevant to our discussion here regarding the myth about

gay people flaunting their sexuality. As a psychiatrist in a clinical

setting, Kantor’s discussion of homophobia emphasizes the patho-

logical nature of any phobia. Thus, in Kantor’s analysis, homopho-

bia is treated like any other phobic response – it is irrational and it

interferes with ordinary daily functioning. It is not simply a logical or

social or personal preference, nor is it necessarily an expression of

values. At the same time, Kantor’s discussion is most useful in the

ways it suggests that homophobia is irrational, like the pathological

fear of flying or the paranoid’s feelings of persecution.

In Kantor’s analysis, one relevant characteristic of homophobes

is that they can be histrionic and prone to excessiveness. They get

overexcited about homosexuality and have a reaction to it as

someone who is afraid of flying who can only recall stories of plane

crashes and cannot think about the fact that flying is one of the

safest modes of transportation. Homophobes’ anxiety feeds on itself

and spreads until panic takes over. Histrionic homophobes see

lesbians and gay men as part of a “homosexual problem” that could

take over the world. This histrionic reasoning is central in anti-gay

marriage rhetoric. Politicians have been successful at conveying

anti-gay hysteria in the form of having to defend heterosexual

marriage against lesbians and gay men who could take it over.

Anti-gay marriage legislation has been called the Defense of

Marriage. Of course, how could two men who want to legally marry

have anything to do with a woman and man who marry? Against

whom are heterosexuals defending marriage? To use Kantor’s
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language, in the mind of histrionic homophobes, they are defending

heterosexual marriage against homosexuals who want to steal it

away from heterosexuals and convert them. Emotional and ideo-

logical factors overwhelm logic in this position.

According to Kantor, understanding homophobia as a clinical

phenomenon with clear social implications, homophobia can be

understood in its similarities to paranoia. Paranoids feel that ene-

mies are singling them out and persecuting them; homophobes tend

to feel that lesbians and gay men are out to seduce them. And also

like paranoids, homophobes may appear perfectly normal and

rational until their fixation comes up – homosexuality – at which

point they become agitated and irrational and obsessed with their

enemy. This should partly explain why many homophobes appear

overly fascinated with homosexuality, obsessed with homosexuality

and gay sex in particular.

Putting it all together

This chapter explored the myth that homosexuals are conspicuous

and provocative about sex and sexuality in ways that heterosexuals

are not. Research on illusory correlation finds that those negative

and stereotypical portrayals of lesbians and gay men will be more

memorable and meaningful to the viewer than negative portrayals

of the heterosexual majority. People are also more likely to remem-

ber schema-consistent information than schema-inconsistent infor-

mation. In other words, we are more likely to remember things in

line with our stereotypes and disregard what we consider exceptions

to our schematic rules. In addition, many heterosexuals tend to

believe that they can identify lesbians and gay men by the way they

look. They don’t realize that lesbians and gay men who do not

conform to stereotypes are missed from the perceiver’s radar.

The (inaccurate) belief that lesbians and gay men can be spotted

by how they look has important implications for homosexuals and
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heterosexuals. This belief produces a tyranny of gender-role rigidity

whereby anyone who does not conform to gender roles – a man who

acts or looks a bit too feminine, a woman who acts or looks a bit

too masculine – regardless of their actual sexual orientation, can be

a target of gay-baiting or gay-bashing. Therefore, there is pressure

for women and men to conform to gender stereotypes both in the

way they look and the way they act. Homophobia keeps everyone,

regardless of their sexuality, in their place.

Declaring that homosexuals flaunt their sexuality is a declar-

ation of heterosexual privilege. The implication is that heterosex-

uals are normal, that their romantic and sexual behavior is normal

and natural. As Allan Johnson notes, part of heterosexual privil-

ege is that heterosexual people do not have their entire humanity

reduced to a single aspect of their lives: who they are intimate

with. In contrast, lesbians, gay men, and bisexuals’ openness

about their sexuality, and by openness, I don’t mean shouting it

from the rooftops, is akin to flaunting it. From a heterosexual

perspective, as evidenced by judges who view acknowledging

one’s sexuality as a gay person as dangerous to children, or the

firefighters in the UK who are accepting of gay firefighters as long

as the topic never comes up in a conversation, openness equals

flaunting. Imagine what it would be like to ask heterosexuals in

the workplace, whether in an office or a fire station, to never

mention any aspect of their sexuality – no discussion of dating,

weddings, bachelor parties, vacations, sexual intercourse, what

they did over the weekend, nothing. Many heterosexuals believe

that homosexuals are obsessed with sex.49 I argue here that it is

heterosexuals who are obsessed with homosexual sex: from the

judges in Kimberly Richman’s and Katherine Arnup’s analyses of

judicial behavior, to comedians making prison rape jokes, to

homophobes described by Martin Kantor as obsessed with homo-

sexuals and homosexuality.

222 • Benign Bigotry



Strategies for change

The harmful and destructive effects of homophobia and hetero-

sexism go beyond prejudice and discrimination against individual

lesbians, gay men, and bisexuals. Homophobia and heterosexism

harms everyone in the society in which they operate. From fear of

being seen as homosexual, homophobia prevents people from cre-

ating meaningful relationships with same-sex individuals. Homo-

phobia creates and maintains divisions among family members, it

breaks up families, and excludes people from the benefit of familial

relationships and childrearing. It is everyone’s responsibility, regard-

less of sexual orientation, to deal with homophobia and heterosexism.

Preventing prejudice and decreasing discrimination

toward lesbians and gay men

Normalizing non-prejudice

Perhaps one of the most effective strategies to reduce prejudice

toward lesbians and gay men in the political climate of the early

twenty-first century is to legislate against it. That is, pass legislation

making homosexuality a protected category like gender, religion,

and race, which would make discrimination against lesbians and

gay men illegal and achieve the eventual goal of creating norms

making prejudice against lesbians and gay men unethical and

immoral. The lessons learned from racial desegregation can be useful

in understanding how this works. In his writing on racial deseg-

regation of US schools in the 1950s and 1960s, Elliot Aronson50

discusses the conditions under which integration of black and white

students in schools was successful. What were the factors associated

with whether or not integration was a success? (1) The degree of

commitment of politicians, local policymakers, and community

leaders to the cause; and (2) the inevitability of integration.
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Specifically, in those communities where their members realized

that integration was inevitable because it would be enforced by

law, integration occurred more quickly and smoothly than in

those communities where their citizens believed they could avoid

integration and where their community leaders were not commit-

ted to full integration. A similar phenomenon occurred regarding

racial integration in the US military, according to Aronson. As

southern men entered the army and came into contact with a

relatively less discriminatory set of social norms, they became less

prejudiced against African American soldiers.51 What’s respon-

sible here is the existence of new norms to which to conform –

there’s no use fighting against integration if it’s inevitable, and

military supervision takes a this-is-just-how-its-done-around-here

position. In this case, pressure to conform compels people to

behave the right way.

Notice that this logic of changing people’s behavior first,

then changes in their attitudes will follow, is counter-intuitive; most

people believe that in order to get someone to change their beha-

vior, they have to be convinced to buy into the cause first by

changing their attitude. This is how many thought school desegre-

gation should occur – slowly and gradually, wait for whites’ attitudes

to change then integrate slowly. However, studies in social psych-

ology find otherwise – get people to change their behavior, then

their attitudes, which become inconsistent with how they are

behaving, no longer make sense, therefore their attitudes change

to be consistent with their new, less discriminatory behavior.

Unfortunately, our most powerful politicians and legislators

are doing precisely the opposite with regard to civil rights for

lesbians and gay men. Former president Clinton further institution-

alized homophobia and heterosexism in the military when he

helped institute the Don’t-Ask-Don’t-Tell policy regarding lesbians

and gay men who serve. Prior to Don’t-Ask, women and men who

were suspected of being homosexual were expelled from the
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military with a dishonorable discharge. With the instituting of the

supposedly more tolerant and gay-friendlier policy of Don’t-Ask-

Don’t-Tell, lesbians and gay men could serve as long as they are not

public about their homosexuality (this policy obviously reflects and

reinforces the cultural myth that homosexuals have a tendency to

flaunt their homosexuality). Ironically, since the passage of Don’t-

Ask, lesbians and gay men are being thrown out of the military at a

higher rate than before Don’t-Ask.52 To add insult to injury for the

millions of lesbians and gay men who voted for President Clinton’s

re-election in 1996, he signed the Defense of Marriage Act

(DOMA), a federal law stating that any state in the US was not

required to recognize another state’s recognition of same-sex mar-

riage. While Canada, Spain, and several other European countries

are passing marriage equality rights bills, former US President

George W. Bush attempted to take the institutionalization of het-

erosexism to a new, previously inconceivable, extreme. Bush’s goal

was to add an amendment to the United States Constitution

defining marriage between a man and a woman, preventing lesbians

and gay men from marrying. Imagine what our country would look

like if Presidents Clinton and Bush had institutionalized protections

for lesbians and gay men and not the opposite. Norms of acceptance

and tolerance, and more importantly, legislation giving lesbians and

gay men an equal footing with heterosexuals, would be evolving. Of

course, anti-discrimination legislation would not make homophobia

swiftly disappear any more than civil rights legislation in the 1960s

made discrimination against people of color swiftly disappear.

However, gay rights legislation would have made overt and obvious

discrimination inappropriate and illegal and the US would

be moving in the direction of normalizing lesbian and gay people

and their relationships. If legal acceptance of lesbians and gay

men were inevitable, enforced starting with our president on down,

our country would be in a better position in terms of creating norms

in this regard.
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Contact complicates conceptions

One study53 compared Israeli students who had taken a course on

homosexuality and homophobia and those who did not. Before the

course, all students were given a survey that measured both their

levels of homophobia and their responses to free associations with

the concept of homosexuality. As part of the course, the students

met with a gay man and his mother who shared their personal

stories with the class. After the course, students who were exposed

to the course content showed decreased levels of homophobia and

significant transformations of their free associations, from their

production of associations such as “AIDS,” “deviance,” and “social

rejection,” to “out of the closet,” “homophobia,” and “love.” The

students reported that the most powerful aspect of their experience

was meeting the gay man and his mother and hearing their

stories, as well as gaining empirically based information about

homosexuality. Another study54 found similar patterns, although

the reduction of homophobic and anti-gay attitudes occurred

only with those students who had moderately anti-gay attitudes,

whose attitudes were less fully formed, not those with weak or

strong attitudes.

Therefore, in addition to the specific institutionalization of

non-prejudice norms regarding homosexuality, research suggests

interaction between heterosexuals and lesbians and gay men

tends to decrease heterosexuals’ homophobia. Social psychologists

who study intergroup relations refer to this phenomenon as

the contact hypothesis. The contact hypothesis is the notion that

contact between members of different groups will improve relations

between them. You can probably think of instances where contact

between members of two different groups would not result in preju-

dice reduction, for instance white households who employ black or

Latina maids do not necessarily have household members who

are less prejudiced than households that do not have a woman of
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color as a maid. There are four conditions under which contact

between members of different groups can reduce prejudice.55 First,

groups that are required to cooperate with each other can result in

reduced prejudice. If members of a high school’s Gay–Straight

Alliance are required to work with the Campus Christians toward

some overarching goal that benefits both groups, a reduction in

prejudice may result. Related to this point, studies have found that

if members of a group are required to work with each other (e.g.

project at work) rather than given a choice, a decrease in prejudice

is more likely to result.56

Second, people who are coming into contact have to be on an

equal footing. Picture a lesbian and straight man who are co-

workers and they have to produce a project together towards some

specific goal. This interaction could result in prejudice reduction.

Third, acquaintance potential, or contact over an extended period

of time, is much more effective than a brief encounter between

group members. Extended contact has the potential of getting

to know someone personally; reducing some of the apparent

significance of traits and characteristics that distinguish us from

someone else and, in the process, discovering that we really aren’t

very different from each other. For instance, if a close relative

becomes involved with someone of the same sex, your acceptance

of that particular person and your acceptance of homosexuality

in general may increase more than if you have occasional contact

with an acquaintance. Barry Goldwater, conservative senator from

Arizona and 1964 US presidential candidate, held attitudes about

gay rights that might surprise some when compared with conserva-

tive Republicans presently. Prior to his death in 1998 he actively

worked on behalf of lesbian and gay rights making gay rights part

of his larger libertarian beliefs in the constitution. His progres-

sive views regarding lesbian and gay rights may have been due,

in part, to his having a gay grandson, as well as other relatives

who are gay.57
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Indeed research shows the more contact heterosexuals have with

lesbian, gay, and bisexual people the more positive one’s attitudes

are about homosexuality.58 One study looked at college students’

attitudes before and after one of their professors disclosed his

homosexuality in class. They compared these students’ attitudes

with students taking the same kind of course with an instructor

who did not come out. Indeed students in the gay instructor’s class

showed more positive attitudes many weeks after the disclosure

than did students in the presumably heterosexual professor’s class.59

Fourth, the reduction and eventual elimination of prejudice

requires consistent institutional support, whatever the larger con-

text happens to be. Intergroup contact works best as a prejudice-

reduction tool when it occurs in a setting in which existing norms

explicitly favor group equality. Those in authority – school officials,

politicians, and others – must unambiguously endorse egalitarian

norms. You can imagine the impact when, for instance, the presi-

dent of the United States declares that a major policy priority is to

pass a constitutional amendment that would deny lesbians and gay

men the right to marry. This declaration has a chilling effect not

only on those millions of lesbians and gay men who want to marry

but also on heterosexuals’ attitudes about lesbians and gay men.

Capitalizing on cognitive consistency: cognitive dissonance

and prejudice reduction

A major way the contact hypothesis works to reduce prejudice is

that once people from different groups get to know each other,

they often find that they have more in common than not – many

people have similar values, needs, and morals, even if they have

different sexual orientations. For heterosexuals, once they find

that lesbians, gay men, and bisexuals are not so different from

them, they have little reason to dislike them. This is where the

fascinating and powerful social psychological theory of cognitive
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dissonance comes in. The theory of cognitive dissonance says that

people work to achieve internal consistency – people attempt to

keep their behavior and their attitudes consistent with each other.

When their behavior and beliefs become internally inconsistent,

people become uncomfortable and therefore highly motivated to

reduce the dissonance this inconsistency creates. In order to

reduce dissonance, either one’s behavior must change in order

to be consistent with one’s attitude, or one’s attitude must change

in order to be consistent with one’s behavior. In many cases,

it’s easier to change one’s attitudes than behavior, because some-

times behavior, behavior which has already been completed,

cannot be undone.

Let’s take the example of a homophobic person and link this

back to the contact hypothesis. Say a homophobic person shares

the workplace with a lesbian. If the four conditions of contact

are met, there’s a good chance the homophobe will, over time, view

the lesbian as an individual more so than a member of the gay

community, the homophobe will discover that the lesbian shares

some goals, values, hopes and desires, etc. Pretty soon, homophobic

prejudice (i.e. attitudes) becomes inconsistent with working to-

gether (i.e. behavior). If lesbians are so bad, why does the homo-

phobe continue to work with one and why does the homophobe

view her as fairly similar to him? In this way the attitude of homo-

phobia has become inconsistent with the behavior and actual

experience of working with the lesbian – the homophobe’s attitudes

and behavior are inconsistent. Because it’s usually easier to modify

one’s attitude than find a new job, one way of resolving the disson-

ance is to adjust one’s beliefs about homosexuals. Similarly, if you

have a family member who is gay, who you regularly see during

holidays and other family functions, is it really useful to see that

person as abnormal and pathological? It may be for some highly

homophobic people, but for others, seeing the humanity of a gay

person makes disliking them too difficult.
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In addition to workplace and family applications cognitive

dissonance has implications for reducing homophobia and hetero-

sexism at the coming out stage of a friendship or professional

relationship. If a gay man comes out to a person who does not hold

homophobic attitudes, the person might think, “I have always liked

you” and “I feel OK about homosexuality” – two thoughts that are

consonant with each other. However, if the gay man comes out

to a homophobe, she might think “I have always liked you” and

“I dislike homosexuals” – two inconsistent attitudes – the homophobe

will probably feel dissonance. Because dissonance is an uncomfort-

able state, the homophobe might be motivated to adjust her

attitudes. One way the discloser might facilitate attitude change

(i.e. dissonance reduction) in the listener is to remind the person,

“I’m the same person I was before I told you this about myself” or

“Even your old fashioned parents support gay rights” or “Does a

person’s sexual orientation really matter when there are all of the

things you admire about me?”60

Controlling your cognitions

Stereotype reduction can also be worked on at the individual cog-

nition level through a strategy called stereotype suppression. This

mental strategy, which has been used for a range of goals from

managing food cravings to controlling depressing thoughts, entails

avoiding thinking of negative thoughts and replacing them with

distractor thoughts. In the case of stereotyped thinking, when you

find yourself applying stereotypes to a member of a certain group,

you can replace them with non-stereotypical thoughts. Research

on the efficacy of stereotype suppression is mixed.61 In some cases,

deliberately trying to avoid thinking about a topic makes you think

about it even more, especially people with strong prejudices. Margo

Monteith62 and her colleagues tested this strategy in a study where

people were given a photo of two gay men who were a couple and
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were asked to write a passage about a typical day in their life. Some

of the participants were instructed to avoid stereotypical precon-

ceptions in their description, while others were not given such

instructions. For participants low in prejudice, suppressing stereo-

types was effective, while for those with strong prejudice suppress-

ing the stereotypic thoughts actually increased the accessibility of

the stereotypes.

Some individuals can avoid prejudicial responses, if they have

the motivation and ability to do so. As a result of living in a

prejudiced society, stereotypes are often highly accessible and easily

used. However, for those individuals who strongly endorse egalitar-

ian values that conflict with initial stereotypical thinking, this

discrepancy in thinking can induce guilt and this guilt can be a

motivator to suppress prejudicial thinking. According to Patricia

Devine63 and her colleagues, many people want to do and say the

right thing, and the discrepancy between their spontaneous stereo-

typical thinking and their non-prejudiced standards leads to feelings

of compunction. As a result, these individuals will be motivated to

avoid subsequent stereotyping. Also, it is possible that people can

just get into a habit of monitoring their prejudicial thoughts and

then controlling their behavior.64

Analyzing your assumptions at work, school,

and in your community

Homophobia must be addressed on an individual basis; however

one must remember that individual acts of anti-gay bias do not

happen in isolation, independent of a larger system that supports

heterosexism. So dealing with specific homophobic acts must be

considered in a larger context of heterosexism, just as dealing with

racial discrimination must be considered not as one mean indivi-

dual against a victim but as part of a larger system of inequality.

With this in mind, we must respond to homophobia immediately
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and directly. Whenever you hear an anti-gay joke, just as when

you hear a sexist or racist joke if you laugh along with others or

merely remain silent, you are supporting bigotry. It’s not good

enough to remain silent as a way to show your disapproval. Silence

in these cases means support because when heterosexism is institu-

tionalized (e.g. supported and enforced by laws and policies), all

that is required to perpetuate it is for people to remain silent about

it, for people to not object. Therefore, while you may not be that

person who makes a gay joke in the break room, you support the

gay-joke-tellers with your silence by not disrupting the heterosexist

status quo.

What follows are some specific strategies for dealing with homo-

phobia and heterosexism in your community, at work, and in schools.

If you are a heterosexual, do not leave it to lesbians and gay men to

do the work of undoing homophobia for you. Homophobia and het-

erosexism are everyone’s problem. If for no other reason, heterosexuals

should worry about it because if they step out of the rigid gender roles

our society has in place, they risk being gay-baited themselves. If your

son goes to pre-school with polish on his fingernails, he can be a target

of anti-gay discrimination. Homophobia and heterosexism keep

everyone in their narrowly defined place.

Don’t make assumptions about others’ sexuality. If someone

doesn’t use a gender-specific pronoun when discussing a relation-

ship, don’t assume one for them. Use non-gender-specific language

when referring to others’ spouses or romantic partners. It never

hurts to not assume, but it can hurt to assume. Also, don’t assume

that elderly people are heterosexuals. Respect an older person’s loss

of a same-sex partner as you would a heterosexual’s.

In your workplace, ask your human resources officer about

same-sex partner benefits and policies that protect from anti-gay

discrimination. You don’t have to be a lesbian, gay man, or bisexual

to care about this! If nothing else, asking these questions raises the

consciousness of the human resources department. And it might
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make you think twice about whether you want to invest yourself

in an organization that actively discriminates.

Have something related to the lesbian, gay, bisexual, or trans-

gender community in your office or cubicle in a prominent place.

A book, a sticker, a poster, or a flyer will make a lesbian or gay

person feel comfortable and safe. And stop worrying people

will think you are lesbian or gay yourself if you have such parapher-

nalia! Only through such alliances and the actions of non-gay

people can homophobia be undone at the individual and institu-

tional levels.

If you are a teacher or professor, use role models and examples of

lesbian and gay people casually but consistently when talking

about relationships and families. And if you are a psychology or

social science professor, stop using homosexuality as an example

of psychopathology or social deviance. The American Psychiatric

Association does not recognize homosexuality as a mental illness,

the American Sociological Association does not regard it as a form

of deviance, and neither should you.

If you are a school teacher or parent, respond to slurs that kids use

such as “gay” and “fag.” Don’t dismiss or treat these words as general

bad names such as “stupid,” they are more than that. They are a

message about gender rules and are hurtful especially to children

who are or will become lesbian or gay, and even for children who

are not and will not be gay. The unchecked use of these words leads

to reinforcing and approving of discrimination and bigotry.

If you are a parent, ask the school administrators of your child’s

school about anti-bullying policies that specifically address homo-

phobia. All parents should do this, not just lesbian and gay parents

or parents of a lesbian or gay child. You do not want your child

raised and educated in a school environment that systematically

encourages or tolerates prejudice and discrimination. No one is safe

in environments that disregard the social significance of these forms

of bullying and disparagement.
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If you are a teacher, school counselor, or administrator, learn

about and refer to community organizations. Familiarize yourself

with resources and call them before encouraging a student to

seek out these resources. Make sure they are ongoing and make sure

they actually offer what you are after in making the referral. Also,

become aware of gay-themed bibliographies and refer to gay-positive

books. In your curriculum, make sure that you include and normalize

the presence of and achievements of gay men and lesbians. Avoid

the tendency to “set the record straight,” meaning to refrain from (or

to avoid) mentioning the contributions of lesbians and gay men.

If you are an active member of a religious community, take a

leadership role at your place of worship for promoting acceptance

of homosexuality that includes making a congregation a comfort-

able place of worship for all people, one that values and respects

all kinds of people, and one that practices the precepts of inclusion

and equality in its own hiring and theological decisions. Ask

religious leaders about their position and attitudes toward lesbian

and gay people and make clear to them your position. Reducing

prejudice and the many forms of discrimination that result from it

is in all our hands, and it is our responsibility to make the specific

efforts that will raise awareness and transform attitudes.
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five

“I’m not a racist, I’m colorblind”:
The myth of neutrality

Now, I don’t see color. People tell me I’m white and I believe them

because police officers call me “sir.”

Stephen Colbert, host of The Colbert Report1

The notion of colorblindness has been idealized popularly since

the late 1960s as a frame of mind that could combat racism.2

Perhaps the most well-known reference to a colorblind ideal is from

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.,’s famous “I have a dream” speech in

which he imagined an America where his children would be judged

“not by the color of their skin but by the content of their charac-

ter.” But what is entailed in colorblind beliefs and in the policies

and practices that would accompany such a position? Is colorblind-

ness good for people of color? Is it good for society overall? And

what about racial colorblindness at the individual level, in terms of

people’s attitudes about race and ethnicity? In a multiracial, multi-

ethnic society such as the US, what does it mean for a person to

desire not to see race? Is it possible for people to be colorblind, to

ignore someone’s race or ethnicity in their interactions, to judge

people only by the content of their character? If color matters in
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society, as part of one’s self-concept, in social identity, in social

policy, and in everyday life, what does it mean to not see it?

The appeal of racial colorblindness

Some individuals, who are genuinely invested in ending discrimin-

ation based on race, believe that a colorblind approach is the best

way to end discrimination. The principle behind racial colorblind-

ness is that people ought to be judged according to their character,

talents, and contributions, and that their membership in racial

groups should not factor into how they are treated. It suggests,

for example, that employers or college admissions boards should

not solicit information about gender, race, or other group member-

ship data as part of their evaluation of whether an applicant should

be hired or admitted. Thus, in a colorblind society, people presum-

ably would be assessed on only their merits and qualifications.

In this way, prejudice and stereotyping and their effects should

decline greatly because race would no longer be considered by

institutions and individuals in evaluations of members from stereo-

typed groups.3 According to this view, taking race into account

in hiring and in education, and even noticing it in interpersonal

interactions, is “racist” – either against those who have traditionally

been the target of racism, or against whites, as in the case of

affirmative action.

Do people see color? Can people be colorblind?

How readily do people perceive color and sort others into racial

categories? Can individuals successfully avoid noticing the color

of someone’s skin? As we have seen in the “They must be guilty

of something” chapter, perception studies find that individuals

spontaneously and unconsciously categorize people by race (as well

as by gender, and to a lesser extent, by age). Snap decisions made
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in the police officer’s dilemma demonstrate the speed with which

perceivers may spontaneously judge the innocence or guilt of a

suspect based on race. Advances in research using functional

magnetic resonance imaging, or fMRI (i.e. brain scans), help illus-

trate that people spontaneously process the race and gender of faces

presented to them, and that they do so extremely quickly, automa-

tically, and non-consciously.4

For better or worse, people quickly and accurately sort people

into culturally established categories according to race and gender,

although as indicated in results from a study conducted by Michael

Norton5 and his colleagues, this sorting ability is a reluctant skill

for some white people. In a series of studies, Norton found that

because of pressure to appear colorblind, whites attempt to appear to

not notice race, while they actually do. The researchers showed

white American university students a set of photographs, each of

which could be judged on seven dimensions: race (black/white),

gender, age (over 30/under 25), color of the background in the

photo (blue/red), hair color (light/dark), facial expression (smiling/

not smiling), and facial hair (present/absent). On a computer,

participants categorized each photo on only one of the dimensions.

For instance, if a photo was to be categorized by facial hair, the

participant would click “present” or “absent.” Next, the participants

read a questionnaire that included some of the photos from the

previous task. The questionnaire asked them to imagine themselves

performing the computer-based sorting task. Participants ranked

the seven dimensions in terms of how quickly they believed they

would be able to categorize the photos on the basis of that dimen-

sion. Results revealed a discrepancy between how accurate the

participants were when they actually sorted the photos on the

computer, compared to when they were asked to guess at their

accuracy in the hypothetical questionnaire. In the computer-based

task, participants were 99.1% accurate on race categorization. Race

was the dimension that participants sorted third most quickly, with
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background color and gender being first and second. But in

the hypothetical task, participants estimated that race would be

the dimension they would complete second slowest (with age

being the very slowest). Whites thus underestimated the speed with

which they would be able to categorize by race. And because whites

didn’t underestimate their ability to categorize background color,

it’s not just their inability to estimate color specifically, it is the

meaning of color as it is associated with ethnicity. Interestingly,

they overestimated their speed at categorizing gender (compared to

how they actually categorized it). The researchers suspected that

participants substituted a less controversial dimension – gender –

for a more controversial one – race. When the same study was done

with African American respondents, they found little discrepancy

between actual computer-based sorting and hypothetical sorting.

African Americans apparently do not feel the same pressure to

appear “colorblind” as do whites.

In a second study, Norton6 and his colleagues examined the

consequences of whites’ reluctance to admit the extent to which

they use race to differentiate people. White students were paired

with other “students” who were actually accomplices working with

the experimenters. Two conditions were set up whereby the accom-

plice was either African American or white, and the pair was to

play a game in which one member of the pair was randomly

assigned the “questioner” role and the other the “answerer” role.

In fact, the game was rigged so the white participant was always

the “questioner” and the accomplice was always the “answerer.”

The answerer was given 32 photos that varied along the dimensions

of gender, race, and background color. Questioners were told that

on each trial their goal was to identify the photo the answerer

was looking at by asking as few yes/no questions as possible. Once

a photo was identified, the answerer flipped to the next page, and a

new trial started. The researchers suspected that, in order to appear

colorblind, the white participants would go to great lengths to avoid
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asking about race, particularly when their partners were African

American. Indeed, white participants were more likely to ask

about race when interacting with a white partner (93% of the trials

with whites) than when interacting with an African American

(64% of the trials with African Americans). In other words, white

participants were more hesitant to bring up race with an African

American than with a white person. The race of the partner also

affected how participants talked about race. Participants working

with white partners mentioned “black” or “African American” in

57% of the trials; while participants working with black partners

used the terms in only 21% of the trials. Because race is a basic

social category, avoidance of using race affected the questioners’

performance. Asking about the race of the person in the photo

cut in half the number of possible photos to have to identify. Thus,

participants paired with an African American partner were less

efficient and needed more questions to get the correct answer,

and therefore performed less well than participants paired with a

white partner. Whites’ awkward avoidance of talk about race has

been found by other researchers who have interviewed whites

about their colorblind attitudes.7 Other studies have found that

when some whites attempt to appear unbiased toward African

Americans, they tend to have more awkward interactions than

both less prejudiced whites and more overtly prejudiced whites.8

In the same study, independent assistants, who had nothing to

do with the study, were asked to judge the videotaped interactions

(minus the sound) between participant/questioner and partner/

answerer, on the basis of perceived friendliness and eye contact.

Those participants who were rated as less friendly and having less

eye contact were the participants who were less likely to ask about

race. Thus, when whites attempt to be colorblind, there are accom-

panying costs: they appear to be less friendly and make less eye

contact. It may be that the cognitive and emotional burden when

whites are attempting to avoid race-related issues hinders the
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normal subtle social graces. The irony of this is that the whites

who tried hardest to appear colorblind appeared to be the least

friendly when interacting with African Americans. They may well

have had no idea that they came across as being less friendly.

Finally, the researchers conducted a follow-up survey and found

that those participants who had tended to avoid questions about

race during the photo game were apt to report colorblind ideology

when given a paper–pencil test measuring colorblindness (e.g. they

agreed with statements such as, “When I interact with other people,

I try not to even notice the color of their skin” and “If everyone paid less

attention to race and skin color, we would all get along much better”).

The measurement of colorblind attitudes is discussed at length in

the next section.

Several conclusions can be drawn from these studies. First, whites

do quickly and accurately sort people based on race. Second, whites

either do not realize that they do this, or would prefer to appear

that they do not. Third, whites who espouse a colorblind belief

system avoid discussing race with African Americans more than do

whites who are not colorblind. And, finally, when whites attempt

to “act” colorblind, their interactions with African Americans may

be less efficient and they appear to be less friendly. This last point

may help illuminate why some whites and people of color have

frustrating interactions in which the person of color believes the

white person behaved in a prejudiced manner, while the white

person believes she behaved in an unbiased manner. Is this moti-

vation to appear unprejudiced necessarily maladaptive? It would

seem so, based on Norton and colleagues’ data. However, the

authors speculate that concerns about appearing unbiased reflect

a desire among whites to be more egalitarian, this behavior could

be a step in the right direction, and could perhaps be an interme-

diate step toward eventually less awkward interactions. Taken

together, these studies offer strong support for the salience of race

and ethnicity in interpersonal interactions. As hard as one might
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try, and as politically expedient as it may be, it is close to impossible

to ignore color. Colorblindness on a perceptual level is not a

realistic goal.

Colorblind, or blind to discrimination?9: Measuring

colorblind attitudes

The Norton and colleagues studies contrasted people’s automatic,

spontaneous ability to categorize based on race, with their efforts

to manage their own behavior and appear colorblind. What about

those who espouse colorblind attitudes? Are people who hold color-

blind attitudes less likely to be bigots than those who do not?

What does colorblindness mean in terms of individuals’ beliefs

and attitudes? Once again the experimental and empirical nature

of social psychology provides techniques for measuring behavior.

Through the replication of real-life situations in the laboratory, we

are able to examine behavior rather than rely on declarations, and

to assess what people actually do, rather than what they say they do.

When referring to attitudes, rather than perceptions, social psycho-

logists describe colorblindness as the belief that race should not

and does not matter in the judgment of others.10 Just as Dr. Martin

Luther King, Jr., had envisioned, many people would agree that race

should not matter in terms of how others are perceived and judged.

But the latter part of the definition, that race does not matter, is the

more controversial component of the definition because it suggests

that racial and ethnic membership can be, or are, irrelevant to the

ways individuals are treated. To those who espouse colorblindness,

taking account of racial and ethnic membership is illegitimate and

could lead to discrimination against minorities and, especially,

“reverse discrimination” against whites. Helen Neville and her

colleagues11 developed a scale to assess colorblind beliefs using

statements such as, “Everyone who works hard, no matter what

race they are, has an equal chance to become rich” and “It is important
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that people begin to think of themselves as American and not African

American, Mexican American, or Italian American.” Men and whites

are more likely to hold colorblind attitudes than are women,

Latina/os, and African Americans. Neville and colleagues found

that colorblind racial attitudes, as they were measured in their

study, were correlated with modern racism. Modern racism is a form

of subtle prejudice that entails the belief that, while discrimination

existed in the past, racism is no longer a problem in the US and

that African Americans just need to work harder to be successful.

Colorblind attitudes, as measured by Neville, are also associated

with a belief in a just world,12 an idea, also discussed in Chapter 2,

that people deserve what they get, and that good things happen

to good people and bad things happen to bad people. Colorblind

attitudes also coincide with the denial, minimization, and distor-

tion of the existence of structural racism in the US.13

How do those who espouse colorblind attitudes actually relate to

people of color? Colorblind attitudes are correlated with a range of

other attitudes. For instance, psychotherapists who espouse color-

blindness report feeling less empathy towards clients, regardless of

either the therapists’ or the clients’ ethnic background. Those psycho-

therapists are also more likely to hold African American clients, in

particular, responsible for solving their own problems than are thera-

pists who do not espouse colorblind attitudes.14 Research has demon-

strated that the stronger the colorblind attitudes people have the less

likely they will be to support affirmative action.15Also, a strong belief

in colorblindness has been related to increased anxiety and fear of

racial and ethnic minorities among white college students.16 The

studies I have described were conducted mostly on white people’s

colorblind attitudes. One study with African American participants

found that African Americans who hold colorblind attitudes tend to

internalize racist stereotypes of AfricanAmericans and blameAfrican

Americans for economic and social disparities between African

Americans and whites.17
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Colorblindness or multiculturalism?

Colorblind and multicultural ideologies are often contrasted as two

different paths to increased tolerance and prejudice reduction. The

multicultural approach is based on a set of beliefs that recognize and

accentuate ethnic group differences, while the colorblind approach

has the goal of minimizing differences. Does one perspective lead

to less prejudice and conflict than the other? Two studies have

compared these two perspectives. Christopher Wolsko and his

colleagues18 asked white US college students to read an essay espou-

sing either a colorblind or a multicultural approach to improving

ethnic relations. The colorblind essay argued that “intergroup har-

mony can be achieved if we recognize that at our core we are all the same,

that all men and women are created equal, and that we are first and

foremost a nation of individuals.” The multicultural essay emphasized

that “intergroup harmony can be achieved if we better appreciate our

diversity and recognize and accept each group’s positive and negative

qualities.” Students were then asked to write down five reasons why

adopting either a colorblind or a multicultural perspective (depending

upon the version of the essay they read) would strengthen the US.

They then completed a questionnaire that measured ethnocentrism,

warmth towards others, and stereotypes of various social groups,

including African Americans and Latina/os. How did the earlier

exposure to a colorblind or multicultural message affect respondents’

later stereotypes and feelings about ethnic minorities? Exposure to

the multicultural message increased both positive and negative

stereotyping, but also increased positive regard for African Americans

and Latina/os. Those exposed to both the multicultural and color-

blind message showed less ingroup favoritism, meaning they

endorsed fewer pro-white stereotypes. This suggests that motivating

people to think about the importance of improving interethnic

relations (using either strategy) can have an effect (at least tempor-

arily) of producing less prejudiced attitudes. The group exposed to
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the multicultural message also perceived the values of whites and

African Americans as more different than did those exposed to the

colorblind message. This last finding could be interpreted as indi-

cating that a multicultural approach produces fewer perceived

similarities between groups and thus fewer bridges between whites

and African Americans. However, the authors interpreted the

finding to mean that those exposed to the multicultural message

showed a greater appreciation of the different social realities experi-

enced by ethnic minorities and white Americans.

A second study used similar procedures and found results that

favored the multicultural approach. Jennifer Richeson and Richard

Nussbaum19 asked white US college students to read statements

endorsing either a multicultural or a colorblind perspective. Then,

to reinforce what they had read, they were asked to generate a list

of reasons why the approach they read about was good. Next, they

read statements supposedly made by other participants, endorsing

the same perspective. The participants then completed a race

Implicit Association Test. You will recall from earlier discussions

in this book that the IAT measures implicit attitudes (or associ-

ations) via reaction times when sorting items on the basis of black-

ness/whiteness and goodness/badness. In the final stage of the study,

participants completed an explicit survey measure of warmth toward

African Americans, Asian Americans, Latina/os, and whites. The

participants who were exposed to the colorblind argument showed

more pro-white bias on the IAT, and provided more pro-white

attitudes on the explicit rating of warmth than did the students

exposed to the multicultural argument.

A remarkable point regarding the two studies is that the ideo-

logical prompts, in the form of colorblind or multicultural messages,

worked: they influenced the subsequent attitudes of respondents in

important ways. So which approach – colorblind or multicultural –

is more closely linked to prejudice reduction? Results from the

Wolsko and colleagues and the Richeson and Nussbaum studies
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are somewhat mixed but point in the direction favoring a

multicultural approach to reducing prejudice. One thing we don’t

know, however, is how long exposure to a message continues to

affect the participants in these studies. But even a short-lived effect

would suggest meaningful impact on a person say, in a workplace in

which a co-worker or supervisor espouses a particular ideology

repeatedly over time, or the effect on a person of exposure to a

television news outlet with a certain ideological bent. The results

from these two studies, and even the Norton and colleagues study

described earlier, have implications for the intergroup contact

approach to prejudice reduction. Many current approaches to

bettering intergroup relations involve contact with members of

different groups. To the extent that proponents of the colorblind

approach also advocate intergroup contact, the actual behavior

displayed by colorblind individuals during those contact situations

may hinder intergroup relations and attitudes.

Is a colorblind approach ever useful? Sheri Levy20 and her

colleagues reviewed the psychological literature on colorblind atti-

tudes and found that these attitudes function somewhat differently

for children and adults, and for whites and African Americans.

To some extent, the colorblind approach can be used to facilitate

tolerance between groups by diverting people’s attention away from

race and ethnicity and toward commonalities across people, or

people’s uniqueness as individuals. This approach seems to work

for children and for African Americans. Colorblindness seems to

have more of an egalitarian meaning for children and for African

Americans than for white adults. This is not to suggest that African

Americans think like children. The problem seems to be with

white people’s approach to colorblindness, an approach that app-

ears to stem from a position of minimizing past mistreatment of

people of color and disregarding present racism. In contrast, for

children, who tend to overcategorize people as they learn about

group differences, a colorblind approach helps divert attention
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from race categorization to a more nuanced understanding of

people. African American adults are more likely than white adults

to attach an egalitarian meaning to colorblindness. In the context

of racism, the colorblind perspective can be used to justify inaction

through denial, thereby maintaining the current power structure

and preserving the privileges of the dominant group.

Colorblindness really means white ¼ normal

A colorblind racial framework is a set of beliefs that minimizes and

ignores race as an important issue in American society. Why does

such a framework lead to negative behavior among whites toward

African Americans (as was the case in the Norton and colleagues

study) or pro-white sentiments among whites (found in Wolsko’s

and Richeson & Nussbaum’s studies)? Why doesn’t colorblindness

lead to equal treatment for all, as some politicians and scholars

promise?

Who gets to be “American”?

Equality in the treatment of all citizens is articulated as a core

value in American society. Such a value is likely to be reflected

in consciously expressed attitudes and in beliefs of inclusivity of all

ethnic groups. People would be expected to be especially motivated

to appear egalitarian. Detecting unconscious or automatic associ-

ations in this domain may reveal mechanisms that undermine

or depart from the intended endorsement of equality that color-

blindness sanctions. In a series of six studies, Thierry Devos and

Mahzarin Banaji21 examined what it means to be American and

who qualifies as American. Their research is a good example of

work that assesses the split between explicit attitudes, measured by

self-report survey questions, and implicit attitudes, assessed by the

speed with which people make associations. In other words, by
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measuring both explicit and implicit attitudes, one can examine

the gap between what people apparently really think and what they

say they think. Because so many studies comprised Devos and

Banaji’s research, I will not detail each of their procedures, but will

instead outline the critical features of their most relevant studies

and then focus on their results and on how those findings relate

to colorblindness.

Devos and Banaji measured the extent to which individuals associ-

ate African Americans, Asian Americans, and white Americans with

being “American,” and compared explicit and implicit responses.

An explicit measure would ask a question such as, “How strong are the

ties between Asian Americans and the American culture?” Implicit meas-

ures were assessed using the Implicit Association Test that measured

the ease or speed with which respondents paired American symbols

(e.g. an American flag, Mt. Rushmore) with faces from each of the

three ethnic groups.

On explicit measures, white respondents tended to see Asian

Americans as less American than African Americans and white

Americans; and they considered African Americans just as American

or somewhat less American than white Americans. But when the

same attitudes were measured implicitly, when respondents did

not have time to control and mask their responses, both African

Americans and Asian Americans were seen as less American

than white Americans. For white Americans, whites were viewed,

implicitly at least, as the true Americans, and everyone else seemed

to be considered interlopers.

In order to see if they could shake loose the grip of the

whiteness ¼ American association, Devos and Banaji created an

explicit and implicit measure of associations of American Olympic

athletes. They selected African Americans representing athletic

events such as track and field. If African Americans are well-known

American athletes, wouldn’t they be seen as “true” Americans? For

the implicit measure, they used photos of white and black Olympic
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athletes and paired them with American and foreign (flags or

uniforms from other countries) symbols. On explicit measures,

black athletes were judged to be more strongly associated with

being American than white athletes – not very surprising because

of the prevalence of African Americans in certain Olympic sports.

However, on implicit measures, white athletes were much more

strongly associated with American symbols, and African American

athletes with foreign symbols. Even in an arena in which African

Americans dominate, and even when people know that explicitly,

their automatic and unconscious beliefs indicate that they believe

that African Americans are less American than whites. Even the

fact that African Americans are not recent arrivals to the US,

and are strongly associated with America in the domain of sports

explicitly, did not offer protection against them being thought of as

foreign at the level of automatic associations regarding who are

“true” Americans.

Next, Devos and Banaji again attempted to disrupt the American¼
white association by comparing famous Asian Americans with

famous white Europeans. Certainly famous Asian American cele-

brities who are unmistakably American would be seen as more

American than would white European celebrities who are unmis-

takably not American, right? American symbols were paired with

famous Asian Americans (Connie Chung, Lucy Liu), famous

white Americans (Ben Stiller, Robert Duvall), and famous white

Europeans (Elizabeth Hurley, Gérard Depardieu). If people’s

notions of “American” include all actual Americans, regardless

of race or ethnicity, then the famous Asian Americans would be

readily paired with American symbols. However, if people’s notion

of “American” included only whites, then any white person would

be seen as more American than an Asian American. Who was

seen as most “American?” Not surprisingly, it was easier to pair

American symbols with famous white Americans than with

famous Asian Americans. But, it was also easier to pair American
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symbols with names of famous white Europeans than with famous

Asian Americans! In other words, even fame and success in

America were not enough for Asian Americans to be perceived

as American. Whiteness trumps actually being from America

when it comes to perceptions of “true” Americans.

Devos and Banaji’s consistent finding, that American ¼ white,

does not occur for white respondents only. For both Asian American

and white respondents, it was easier to pair “white” with “American”

than “black” with “American.” Even Asian Americans viewed

their own groups as less American than they viewed whites. But

this was not the case for African American respondents – they just

as easily paired “black” with “American” as they did “white” with

“American,” on implicit measures. Although viewed by whites and

Asian Americans as less American than whites, African Americans

viewed themselves as just as American as whites and more

American than Asians. If asymmetries in terms of power and status

are critical factors in determining who are true Americans, one

would expect African Americans to be more strongly excluded from

the American national identity than Asian Americans, an ethnic

group positioned more favorably on the social ladder. But this

was not the case. To summarize, white Americans are construed

as prototypical exemplars of the category “American.” The cultural

“default” value for “American” is “white.” Devos and Banaji

summarized their findings by saying, “The propensity to equate

American with White cannot easily be overridden and is sometimes

completely dissociated from conscious beliefs or knowledge about

ethnic–national associations.”21

Interviews and anecdotal data support what Devos and Banaji

established experimentally. In his interviews with white Americans,

Derald Sue22 found that whiteness is seen as a universal identity,

again, the cultural default. When white people are asked about

their ethnic identity they are much more likely than are people

of color to describe themselves as a “human being” or “just a
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person.” When Sue asks, “What does it mean to be White?” white

respondents say things like, “It doesn’t affect my life,” or “It’s not

important to me.” Respondents would rather not think about their

whiteness; they deny that it is important, or that it affects them.

“People are people,” “We are all Americans.” These are whites’ explicit

answers, but we know from Devos and Banaji’s work on implicit

associations that people tend to think that whites are the only real

Americans. Student comments in my classes are consistent with

what Devos and Banaji found experimentally and what Sue found

in interviews. When I teach Psychology of Prejudice, occasionally a

white student will say, “Why do we have to talk about people’s ethnicity

all the time, can’t we just be Americans?” These students espouse a

colorblind perspective and feel exasperated at ethnic minority

groups that emphasize their ethnicity. In fact, some of my white

students do not believe they even have an ethnicity. They think

that ethnicities are for people of color, just as when someone

describes an “ethnic” restaurant, they mean something that people

of color make and eat, not “white” food. Whiteness represents

institutional normalcy and whites are taught to think of their lives

as morally neutral, average, and ideal.24

The problem with the colorblind perspective is that it is not

neutral; it means whites are the “normal” cultural default, non-

whites are the other. This belief is not always reflected in explicit

attitude measures, but it is consistently detected in implicit attitude

measures. The research from Devos and Banaji’s study suggests that

ethnic and racial groups differ in the ease with which they would

be included in an American identity. The propensity to equate

“American” with “white” may facilitate the integration of white

ethnic groups (e.g. Irish, Italian) into the “American” category but

it also means that there are groups excluded from the national

identity. The term exclusionary patriotism25 refers to the idea that

the strength of American identity comes from antagonism toward

ethnic minorities. Instead of promoting unity and solidarity,
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expressions of patriotism or national identity could go hand in

hand with an exclusion of ethnic minorities from the national

identity.26 You can begin to see then, that when politicians and

activists argue for racial colorblindness and make the argument

“Can’t we all just be American?” that may be a worthy goal, but that

is not how most people, and by most people I mean whites as well

as, to some extent, people of color, think. For most people, being

“American” is exclusionary. True Americans, to most people, are

white.

Another study looked at this issue of exclusivity. Qiong Li and

Marilynn Brewer27 looked at how framing of unity affects the rela-

tionship between patriotism and nationalism. In the United States,

after the attacks of September 11, 2001, there were many discus-

sions about national unity. Many Americans’ loyalty to the US

was questioned. Former President George W. Bush led the charge

with statements such as, “Either you are with us, or you are with the

terrorists,”28 suggesting that there was only one way to be a patriot –

support the president’s policies. Li and Brewer studied the factors

that affect the relationship between two separate but related

concepts: patriotism as distinct from exclusionary patriotism, and

nationalism. Patriotism refers to pride and love for country, and, in

social psychology terminology, involves secure ingroup identifica-

tion without outgroup derogation (Chapter 1 discusses outgroup

derogation at length). Patriotism, then, is having a love and pride

for one’s country without viewing other countries as inferior to

one’s own. Nationalism also refers to positive ingroup identifica-

tion, but, unlike patriotism, it also involves insecure ingroup iden-

tification, and intergroup differentiation that includes the view

that one’s country is superior to others and should be dominant.

Nationalism involves chauvinistic arrogance and the desire for

dominance in international relations. Because they share the

feature of positive ingroup evaluation, nationalist and patriotic

attitudes are correlated. But they differ in their intergroup
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attitudes – patriotism tends to entail positive international

cooperation while nationalism is negatively correlated with inter-

national cooperation and positively correlated with militarism.

Li and Brewer asked white American college students to com-

plete a survey with statements meant to tap into patriotism: “I am

proud to be American; although at times I may not agree with the

government, my commitment to the US is strong;” and nationalism:

“The first duty of every young American is to honor the national

American history and heritage,” and “People should support their

country even if the country is in the wrong.” Statements about toler-

ance, multicultural values, attitudes about various groups, and

inclusiveness and national identity were also included in the survey.

Attached to the beginning of the survey was an introductory para-

graph designed to prompt national unity. The paragraph empha-

sized either a “core essence” of national identity, mentioning 9/11

and stating that we have come to understand what we have in

common as Americans and that, as a nation, our focus is on the core

essence of what it means to be American; or a “common goal”

version that also brought up 9/11 and then stated that we have

a common purpose to fight terrorism and work together to help

9/11 victims. Li and Brewer thus experimentally manipulated

national unity to see if the two different primes affected how simi-

larly participants would respond to the patriotism and nationalism

statements.

Having participants think of a core-essence-based notion of

national unity resulted in increased nationalism in association with

heightened patriotism more than it did when a common-goal-based

notion was presented. This means that when participants read the

core-essence introduction, their responses to the statements about

nationalism and patriotism were more strongly correlated than

when they read the common-goal introduction. In contrast, when

they read the common-goal condition, patriotism and nationalism

were relatively independent in the readers’ minds, meaning that
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patriotism did not carry with it negative aspects of nationalism such

as intolerance, and the denigration of other countries. Also when

the core essence of national unity was primed in Li and Brewer’s

study, respondents’ strong patriotism was associated with cultural

intolerance, whereas when the common-goal version of unity was

primed, patriotism did not correlate with intolerance. Nationalism

was associated with intolerance in both conditions. The kind

of national unity promoted by patriotism with nationalism and

reflected by the core-essence idea is similar to the “exclusionary

patriotism.”29 Overall, Li and Brewer found that how national unity

is framed can affect whether someone is more patriotic and/or

nationalistic. Under conditions of threat and uncertainty, such as

a post-September 11 world, patriotic zeal may activate nationalistic

values. Patriotism may reinforce a sense of unity and solidarity in

the face of adversity if there is an emphasis on common interests

and common fate, rather than on homogeneity of culture. How

does the Li and Brewer study on frames of national unity relate

to colorblind racial attitudes? Like the studies described earlier,

comparing multicultural and colorblind approaches to improving

intergroup relations, Li and Brewer’s study demonstrates the impli-

cations of emphasizing uniformity in what it is to be American, this

being consistent with a colorblind point of view, versus emphasizing

that there are different ways one can be American, a view compa-

tible with multiculturalism.

Colorblindness and assimilation

Advocates of the colorblind perspective presume that reducing the

salience of others’ race or ethnicity will reduce the degree to which

judgments are clouded by negative beliefs about the group. As we

have seen, this approach to reducing racial prejudice is not viable

because people do notice race and do treat people differently based

on race, even if they do not want to and think they shouldn’t.
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Also, the fact that white people are viewed as the cultural norm,

and are seen as the only “true” Americans, puts people of color in

the disadvantaged position of having to try to assimilate into a

white norm. The studies described above have a common theme

running through their results: the lure of assimilation. Assimilation,

in the context of colorblindness, is the process whereby minority

groups blend into the dominant group’s values, behaviors, language,

and culture.

Bernardo Ferdman30 conducted an experiment that examined

whether paying attention to a person’s social category would

increase social distance, or dislike, etc. Ferdman created a videotape

of a Latino man in different management situations. For each of the

situations, there were two different versions: a “normative” version

during which he handled the situation as an Anglo would, and

a version in which he handled the situation as a Latino would.

Unfortunately, Ferdman did not describe how the Anglo versus

Latino management styles differed, although he did conduct focus

groups with Latina/os who evaluated the versions to provide vali-

dation of the cultural differences in the two versions. White

managers who worked in business viewed the videotape of the

Latino man in one of the situations. But before they saw the video,

participants read a fact sheet that included excerpts from an inter-

view with the man. For one third of the participants, individuating

features, such as hobbies, were highlighted. For another third, the

man highlighted his ethnicity, how he was part of Latina/o organ-

izations and how his ethnicity was important to him. The final third

read information with both ethnic group and individuating infor-

mation. So there were two key variables manipulated in the study:

(1) the management situation in which the man behaved in a way

consistent with Anglo or Latina/o norms; and (2) information

provided regarding the man’s self-described individuating infor-

mation, his ethnicity, or both. After reading the fact sheet and

viewing the videotape, each manager completed a questionnaire
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that rated the man on social distance, success in handling the

situation presented in the video, and how similar the respondents

felt to the man in the video.

White managers reacted more negatively to the version of the

man who acted “Latino” than the man who acted “Anglo.” The

white managers felt more social distance from the man, felt he

was less similar to them, felt that he handled the management

situation less well, and acted less like typical managers, when the

man acted “Latino.” What about when the man in the video

presented individuating information versus information about his

ethnic background? The colorblind perspective predicts that the

white managers would rate the Latino man most positively when he

presented individuating information (not about his ethnicity) and

saw the man acting Anglo. The white managers actually evaluated

the Latino man most positively when he was presented with both

individuating (e.g. hobbies) and ethnic information, and least posi-

tively when he was presented with individuating information alone.

This effect was the same regardless of whether, in the video, the

man acted “Latino” or “Anglo.” Proponents of the colorblind per-

spective would suggest that ethnicity being made salient as a person

enters a workplace could lead to discrimination or to the person not

“blending into” (i.e. assimilating) the workplace. But these findings

contradict this concern. Taken together, the results of Ferdman’s

study suggests that: (1) when initially hired, people of color should

“act like,” that is, take on the mannerisms and behavioral style of,

the dominant group; and (2) people of color should not minimize

their ethnicity. These two points are somewhat contradictory and

result in a person of color having to walk a fine line in the

workplace between not ignoring his ethnic minority status, but

also behaving in a way that is palatable to the dominant group.

Ferdman’s study has implications for affirmative action, the topic of

the next chapter. Affirmative action might be successful in increa-

sing the number of women and minorities gaining entry, yet is less
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successful in improving retention and promotion. Colorblindness

might make the majority feel better and less threatened, but it

is not necessarily better for minorities. So while diversity is good

for the workplace, outsiders need to assimilate once they are in

the organization.

One problem with racial colorblindness is that it functions to

erase differences among people and it forces those who differ from

the white norm to assimilate into or to imitate whiteness. This

minimization of race can take ridiculous forms. Janet Schofield31

examined colorblindness at a desegregated middle school. She inter-

viewed teachers and students and observed day-to-day goings-on

at the school. She concluded that while colorblind approaches

in schools may minimize awkward interactions involving racial

issues, possible discrimination against African American students

is ignored or is not recognized. Schofield observes that a white norm

is maintained and that if African American students are not assi-

milated into the white norm, they are viewed as deviants. Their

lack of fit is attributed to other factors than race. For instance, a

teacher intentionally miscounted votes on a student government

election to pick a “responsible child” (white) instead of the “unstable

child” (black) who actually won. The colorblind approach’s erasure

of race was also evidenced in the fact that some students did not

know that Martin Luther King, Jr., was African American. Instead

of issues and conflicts being negotiated on an intergroup dimension

in which race and ethnicity are relevant issues; the school, teachers,

and administrators attempted to minimize any intergroup dimen-

sions and replace them with an individualist approach.

Colorblindness is a powerful means of justifying racial inequality

because it “unraces” race. It takes racism out of the picture and

replaces it with an apparently liberal discourse of fairness and equal

opportunity. It is difficult to know whether or not the teachers and

administrators of the school Schofield observed deliberately took

a colorblind approach in order to advantage white students and
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disadvantage African American students. One thing that is clear

about benign bigotry is that the perpetrator of prejudice and dis-

crimination does not need to be deliberate, motivated, or aware of

her biases, in order to discriminate.

Assimilation is probably an effective strategy for a new person

to blend into an existing group. If you join a sorority or fraternity in

college, you would expect to assimilate to the norms and “culture”

of that particular group. When you get a new job, you seek to

observe and understand the norms and organizational culture.

Blending into the existing culture would be a good strategy for

success. Thus when we consider assimilation in the context of racial

colorblindness, a person of color who is a recent immigrant to a

country will feel particular pressure to assimilate. But colorblind

politics, at least in the US, is relevant mainly to groups that have

lived in the US for decades and even centuries. Many African

Americans, for instance, have American ancestors dating back

to the 1700s – their ancestors have been Americans for as long

as most white Europeans of today. Yet, it is the less powerful group,

without regard for the longevity of their national heritage, that is

viewed as less “American” and who must assimilate. Assimilation

means a person of color must conform to white values and culture,

not vice versa. So people of color, not whites, do the work of

assimilation.

The momentum of colorblindness in politics and law

In 1996, the state of California passed a ballot initiative that

outlawed affirmative action in hiring and college admissions in

the state. Capitalizing on the myth that affirmative action is

“reverse discrimination,” the initiative was called the “California

Civil Rights Initiative.” The name of the proposition was viewed by

many as a cynical attempt to co-opt language of the civil rights

movement. “Civil rights” was invoked to protect those who had
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benefited from a system that discriminates against minorities.

A proponent of the proposition, former governor of California Pete

Wilson,32 invoked the words of Martin Luther King Jr., Thomas

Jefferson, and Abraham Lincoln in his argument against affirmative

action and in favor of racial colorblindness. The sentiments of King,

Jefferson, and Lincoln represented ideology meant to protect those

oppressed and less privileged, although Wilson used their words to

argue that whites and men are disadvantaged and that it is minori-

ties who obtain “special privileges” from “color coded preferences.”33

Six years later, Californians voted on another ballot proposition,

this one provocatively called the “Racial Privacy Initiative”. This

was an initiative to ban any classifications based on race or ethni-

city in the state (except in law enforcement and in some medical

research). For example, the state would be prevented from tracking

hate crimes, discrimination in hiring or admissions, and even some

medical conditions that disproportionately affect particular racial

or ethnic groups.34 It apparently would not even allow university

researchers (like me!) to consider race/ethnicity as a factor in

research.35 As with the name of the “California Civil Rights

Initiative”, the title “Racial Privacy Initiative” appeared intention-

ally misleading designed to imply that one’s race or ethnicity could

be made private – that skin color could be ignored and that racial

colorblindness could be codified.

In 2007, the US Supreme Court ruled that race and ethnicity

could not be considered in determining placement of students in

public schools. Many school districts in the US use race and ethni-

city, along with other factors, in determining the particular school

that children will attend. The school districts argued that if race

and ethnicity are not taken into account, schools will re-segregate

and will begin to reassume the characteristics they had until the

1960s. This would result in “black” schools that would be under-

resourced and “white” schools that would have superior resources.

In his majority opinion, Chief Justice John Roberts wrote, “The way
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to stop discrimination on the basis of race is to stop discriminating

on the basis of race.”36 Roberts’ statement epitomizes the racial

colorblindness position. If you’re against race discrimination, don’t

notice race. Colorblindness is the key to ending discrimination.

Like Roberts, many argue that we should simply declare ourselves

to be a colorblind society in which neither whites nor minorities

receive benefit or burden due to their race. But colorblind laws are

not the only way to be “colorblind.” In fact, in order for color-

blindness to “work” at the legal and societal level, it must work at

the individual level. For individuals, colorblindness is an attractive

strategy for avoiding racism or the appearance of racism. For whites

who strive for colorblindness, the strategy is, If I do not see race, how

can I be a racist? This individual strategy is understandable, given

the pressure and desire to avoid appearing racist. And certainly,

seeing race is a prerequisite for racism. But is it possible, in practical

and meaningful ways, to live in a multiethnic society and not see

race or color? What does it mean for an individual to take a color-

blind position? Are those individuals who claim colorblindness

less biased than those who acknowledge color? And what would it

mean to have ballot initiatives mandating that society ignore race,

if individuals cannot ignore race?

Putting it all together

As we’ve seen again in this chapter, race and ethnicity play a

significant role in how people interact with others. In today’s society,

there is certainly pressure to appear unprejudiced. Many whites want

to not notice race, or at least, not to appear to notice race.37 Color-

blindness, therefore, may be an attractive ideal: if a person does not

see race, how can she be a racist? Whites who think that they do not

see color may believe their interactions with people of color are

seamless, when, in fact, they may be awkward.38 Thus, one problem

with colorblindness at the individual level is that people are in fact
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not colorblind, they do notice race and they treat people differently

depending on race. A self-perception of colorblindness is linked to a

variety of attitudes centered on a lack of empathy. Posed as a goal

for racial equality, the idea of colorblindness reflects and creates

a complex and problematic view of racial equality. Belief in color-

blindness protects whites from realizing that they benefit from

racism. Today, most writers and politicians who invoke the Martin

Luther King, Jr., quote mentioned at the beginning of the chapter

are political conservatives39 who argue in favor of racial colorblind-

ness as part of the anti-affirmative action position. By 1980, the

colorblind position had become part of the US Republican party

platform.40 A major problem with the colorblind position, particu-

larly in politics and mass media, is as long as race is hidden from

consciousness, the dominant racial and ethnic group can maintain

the illusion that they are not responsible for the state of race relations

because they do not knowingly engage in racist behavior, and even

consider talking about race off limits. Derald Sue41 argues that, for

whites, colorblindness is a denial of the unfair power imbalance,

allowing whites to deny their privilege while still receiving its bene-

fits. The benefits that accrue to whites serve to keep them satisfied

and enlist their unwitting complicity in maintaining unjust social

arrangements. On the other hand, colorblindness and assimilation

take a toll on those subordinate groups pressured to assimilate. They

are forced to subordinate their characteristics, traditions, and cul-

ture, in order to blend in with the dominant group. As Ferdman

found in the case of Latinos, ethnic minorities are expected to

assimilate, but, at the same time, the dominant group expects them

to represent their minority status. This is a delicate and costly

balance. Assimilation is a task that takes a lot of energy.

Colorblindness is problematic on a societal and political level

as well. When the colorblind approach has been compared to a

multicultural approach to improving ethnic relations, the multicul-

tural approach proves to be more effective.42 Because of power
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differences between groups, colorblindness in society, as in

individuals, uses “whiteness” as the imagined norm by “whiting”

out differences and perpetuating the belief of sameness. The denial

of power imbalance, unearned privilege and racist domination are

couched in the rhetoric of equal treatment and equal opportunity.43

Whites may have no awareness of their privileged status even as they

protect their interests. While white individuals will acknowledge that

disparities in education or other realms exist, they are more likely to

attribute inequality to a lack of ambition and effort on the part of

minorities than to structural favoritism toward whites that has been

built into US institutions for generations.44 Colorblind racism

forms an invisible yet impregnable ideological wall that shields

whites from America’s racial reality.45

More cynical uses of colorblindness have included shutting down

any discussion of the idea that race and ethnicity are relevant

dimensions. In the current colorblind political era, those in the

public arena who write about the realities of race and racism are the

ones accused of fostering racial divisions.46 By regarding race-

related matters as non-racial, natural, or being rooted in people’s

choices, whites deem proposals to remedy racial inequality as

illogical, undemocratic, and “racist,” in reverse.47

Strategies for change

Creating complicated categories

In Chapter 1 (“They all look alike”), and Chapter 4 (“Gays flaunt

their sexuality”), I discussed the use of the contact hypothesis as a

strategy for prejudice reduction. The contact hypothesis asserts

that, when certain conditions are met, increased contact between

groups should result in decreased prejudice. The contact hypothesis

assumes that prejudice is the result of categorizing people according

to their group membership and not recognizing individual charac-

teristics that make them distinct from group stereotypes. The four
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necessary conditions for contact to successfully reduce prejudice

are: (1) the contact must be on an equal footing; (2) the contact

should involve cooperation in achieving a common goal; (3) there

must be contact over an extended period in order for acquaintance

potential, and (4) there must be institutional support for such

contact.

Three processes for changes in thinking relevant to the myth of

colorblindness can be tied into the contact hypothesis in interesting

ways. The first strategy is called decategorization (also called perso-

nalization).48 During initial contact between groups, based on the

conditions necessary for successful intergroup contact outlined

above, people can be expected to view members of outgroups in

terms of stereotypes. As contact is maintained, a process of decate-

gorization will occur, whereby people begin to see others in terms

of their individual personalities and characteristics rather than

as simply members of the outgroup. Decategorization allows for

the discovery that members of outgroups are just as unique and as

variable as are members of the ingroup. The outgroup category (e.g.

“blacks” or “Jews”) begins to lose its effectiveness in helping ingroup

members understand who the outgroup person is and what she

is like. The category that the other person was originally lumped

into is no longer useful once one gets to know the person as an

individual – you see all the ways in which the person does not fit

the stereotype and therefore the stereotype stops being useful.

Ingroup members also begin to see the outgroup person in terms

of multiple social identities – such as father, union activist, Christian,

rather than only as a member of the salient outgroup category, such

as “African American.” Awareness that people have complex social

identities lessens the importance of group boundaries by making the

lines between groups more fuzzy and permeable and less distinct

and impenetrable.

The process of decategorization may appear to resemble racial (or

other categories of) colorblindness – not seeing people in terms of

266 • Benign Bigotry



group membership and ignoring group differences. But as we have

seen in the research described in this chapter, colorblindness is not

possible and is therefore not a realistic goal for reducing prejudice.

The change in thinking that I am describing here does not stop

simply because color has been ignored. In other words, decatego-

rization along one dimension alone is not very effective in prejudice

reduction. Change results primarily from the development of a

multifaceted, multilevel categorization that diminishes the influence

of any one dimension. Such decategorization has some demons-

trated success in the reduction of prejudice when the four condi-

tions of successful intergroup contact have been met.49

After prolonged contact with members of the outgroup, a second

process may occur, that of salient categorization. Salient categorization

occurs when one begins to view outgroupmembers as representatives

of the outgroup in general, but, informed by what one knows about

individual members of the outgroup as being unique and variable,

one begins to change negative views of the entire outgroup. Ideally,

what happens with both decategorization, and then with more con-

tact, salient categorization, is that the outgroup member is seen as

typical of her group while still disconfirming negative aspects of the

group stereotype. If only the first process, decategorization, occurs,

and the outgroup member’s characteristics become more compli-

cated in the eyes of the observer, the outgroup member may run

the risk of being pegged merely as an exception to the outgroup

stereotype. For positive attitudes to generalize from the particular

group member to the group as a whole, the stereotype-disconfirming

member must be seen as otherwise typical of her group. For this to be

effective, the two competing processes must work in concert.

Finally, re-categorization resulting in a common ingroup identity

might be achieved. Re-categorization occurs when ingroup and out-

group members are induced to re-categorize themselves as members

of a superordinate identity. The context within which two or more

groups interact may discourage “us” versus “them” thinking, and
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facilitate a broader “we” category. Both groups understand that they

have many characteristics, desires, values, hobbies, and jobs in

common, all of which outweigh any differences in broad group

membership. For instance, in the US, after the September 11, 2001

attacks, many people who were previously in separate and antago-

nized groups re-conceptualized themselves as members of the larger,

common ingroup, “Americans.” Temporarily, there was a sense of a

common “us,” which cut across racial, ethnic, and class boundaries.

Unfortunately, because of the structured nature of inequality,

most intergroup contact situations never reach the stage of recate-

gorization, or do so only temporarily and at another group’s expense.

For instance, while many Americans became united shortly after the

attacks on September 11, 2001, other Americans, Arab and Muslim

Americans particularly, were not included in this newly formed

superordinate identity and were instead excluded and marginalized

for their suspected links to terrorists. Nonetheless, you can see the

potential of breaking down group stereotypes with increased contact

with members of outgroups.

One additional caveat regarding the contact hypothesis of redu-

cing prejudice has to do with the type of interactions members

of different groups have with each other. As the studies I have

reviewed in this chapter show, those who advocate the colorblind

approach or who believe themselves to be colorblind when they

interact with outgroups, may display awkward or even offensive

behavior that may not yield positive intergroup relations. There-

fore, the first order of prejudice reduction business is for us to give

up our belief that we are colorblind.

Controlling your cognitions and values confrontation

Another strategy for prejudice reduction is a practice described

in Chapter 1. Stereotype suppression is practiced at the level of

individual cognition. This mental strategy, which has been used

268 • Benign Bigotry



for a range of goals from managing food cravings to controlling

depressing thoughts, entails avoiding thinking negative thoughts

and replacing them with distractor thoughts. In the case of stereo-

typed thinking, when you find yourself applying stereotypes to a

member of a certain group, you replace those thoughts with non-

stereotypical thoughts. As I said in Chapter 1, research on the

efficacy of stereotype suppression is mixed.50 In some cases, delib-

erately trying to avoid thinking about a topic makes you think

about it even more, especially if you are a person with strong

prejudices. Margo Monteith51 and her colleagues tested this strat-

egy in a study in which people were given a photo of two gay men

who were a couple and were asked to write a passage about a typical

day in their life. Some of the participants were instructed to avoid

stereotypical preconceptions in their description, while others were

not given such instructions. For participants low in prejudice,

suppressing stereotypes was effective, while for those with strong

prejudice toward gay men, suppressing the stereotypic thoughts

actually increased the accessibility of the stereotype.

Some individuals can avoid prejudicial responses if they have the

motivation and ability to do so. For those who wish they could see

past racial and ethnic categories but have given up on the fiction of

racial colorblindness, stereotype suppression may be a good alterna-

tive strategy to failed attempts at colorblindness. Stereotype suppres-

sion may work for those individuals who strongly endorse egalitarian

values but continue to have bigoted reflexes (those who fit the

description of someone with subtle prejudice). This discrepancy in

thinking can induce guilt and this guilt can be a motivator to

suppress prejudicial thinking. According to Patricia Devine52 and

her colleagues, many people want to do and say the right thing,

and the discrepancy between their spontaneous stereotypical thin-

king and their non-prejudiced standards leads to feelings of com-

punction. As a result, these individuals will be motivated to avoid

subsequent stereotyping and to actively suppress such thoughts.
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Several researchers have found that when low-prejudice people

have been made aware that they have behaved in a way inconsist-

ent with their egalitarian values, they feel guilty and are motivated

to change their future behavior. This line of research is one of the

few that has examined the reduction of subtle forms of Prejudice.

For example Leanne Son Hing53 and her colleagues examined the

role of hypocrisy induction as a successful prejudice reduction tech-

nique. White Canadian college students who were aversive racists

(those with low levels of explicit prejudice and high levels of

implicit prejudice) were compared with non-racists (those with

low levels of both implicit and explicit prejudice) on a hypocrisy

induction task. Both groups were asked to write an essay on the

importance of treating people equally regardless of their race,

gender, etc. This was an easy task for all participants because they

all espoused nonprejudiced beliefs (at least explicitly). Next, half of

the participants in each group experienced the hypocrisy induction

condition: They were asked to write about situations in which they

acted negatively toward an Asian person. Later, all participants

were asked to respond to an initiative to make financial cuts in

various student clubs, including the Asian Students Association’s

budget. They were told that the budget cuts were inevitable but

that they should give their opinions on which groups should be

given reduced budgets. Son Hing and her colleagues found that

the hypocrisy induction had a different effect on the participants’

behavior based on whether or not the participant was truly non-

prejudiced versus only explicitly non-prejudiced (i.e. an aversive

racist). Aversive racists who were confronted with the discrepancy

between publicly advocating for equal rights in their essays, but

then having to admit to discriminating against Asians in the past,

were less likely to cut funds from the Asian Students Association

compared to aversive racists who were not asked to complete the

hypocrisy induction task. Being confronted with their own hypo-

crisy forced aversive racists to become aware of the negative
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aspects of the attitudes that they usually suppressed. In contrast, the

truly low-prejudiced participants who completed the hypocrisy

induction task did not cut funds to the Asian Students Association

less, compared to those in the control condition (who did not

experience hypocritical feelings). To summarize, aversive racists

in the non-hypocrisy inducing control condition tended to discri-

minate against Asians by cutting their funding. However, in the

hypocrisy condition, aversive racists treated Asians positively when

their negative attitudes were made salient. The researchers suggest

that aversive racists need to experience consciousness-raising

to avoid behaving in a discriminatory manner. As I stated above,

when people are made aware of the discrepancy between their

ideal attitudes and the actual attitudes reflected in their behavior,

negative feelings act as a sort of self-punishment and motivate

people to engage in non-discriminatory behavior. The results of Son

Hing’s study found that these processes work for benign bigots (in

this instance, aversive racists) but not for truly low-prejudiced people

who do not need to experience hypocrisy to do the right thing.

Inducing empathy

Another strategy discussed in Chapter 1 is inducing empathy. Get-

ting people to feel empathy toward a stigmatized group can play a

powerful role in prejudice reduction. The work of Daniel Batson and

his colleagues demonstrated that attitudes toward people withAIDS,

homeless people, drug addicts, and even murderers, in addition to

whites’ attitudes toward people of color, can become more positive

with empathy. Much of this research happens in a laboratory setting

where participants are induced to feel empathy toward members

of a target group and then are asked about their attitudes toward

the target group later. One of Batson’s studies54 found that, in addi-

tion to attitude change, empathy can lead to behavior change, in a

positive direction, toward a target group. American college students
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(ethnicity unknown) listened to a taped interview of a drug addict in

which he discusses his addiction and incarceration. In the control

condition, participants were asked to remain “objective” while

listening to the interview, but in the “empathy” condition, partici-

pants were asked to imagine the feelings of the person being inter-

viewed. This simple difference in instruction had a significant

impact on how participants viewed drug addicts in general, not only

this particular addict. Participants in the empathy condition were

later found to feel more positive toward drug addicts and were more

likely to recommend increasing student funds for an agency to help

drug addicts, even though it meant taking money away from other

agencies, and even though it would not help the particular addict

they heard in the interview. So not only did participants who were

primed to think empathically feel different about drug addicts than

those told to remain “objective,” they also supported taking action to

help addicts to a greater degree than those told to remain “objective.”

The participants’ responses were not simply a reflection of sympathy

expressed to help relieve an individual’s need – they made choices

about helping that stigmatized group, even though the help did not

benefit the particular person who evoked the sympathy. In other

words, care evoked by empathy felt for a member of a stigmatized

group can generalize to the group and can create motivation for

action on behalf of the entire group.

Teaching children about prejudice?

Should children learn about discrimination? There is some intri-

guing research on the effects of children learning about gender and

racial discrimination. This area of research is still new and under-

developed, perhaps because of concerns that children learning

about discrimination as part of curricula might cause them distress.

Or, just as some fear that sex education research might make chil-

dren think about sex, will talking to children about prejudice poison
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them or make them feel bad? In Chapter 3, “Feminists are

man-haters,” I talked about an experiment by Erica Weisgram and

Rebecca Bigler55 in which they taught girls who were interested in

science about gender discrimination in science fields. Compared to

the girls who did not attend a session on gender discrimination, those

who did showed increases in self-efficacy within science and were

more likely to believe that science is a worthwhile subject of study.

Most girls who participated in the gender discrimination lesson

believed that discrimination can be overcome by having more

women scientists and many girls indicated that learning about

gender discrimination made them feel that they should enter the

field to fight discrimination. Now I would like to describe a study

on the effects of learning about racism by Julie Hughes and her

colleagues.55 They presented twenty-minute lessons, over six school

days, to African American and white 6–11-year-olds. The lessons

were biographies of famousAmericans, some white, some black. Half

of the children listened to lessons that included explicit information

about some of the discriminatory experiences endured by the famous

African Americans from whites. The other half of the children

listened to the same lessons without reference to discrimination.

For white children, those who participated in the racism condition

had more favorable views of African Americans when their attitudes

were assessed one or two days after the last session. Specifically, the

white children who learned about racism expressed stronger values

of racial fairness, showed higher levels of defensiveness, showed

higher levels of guilt (for children over age 7 only), and endorsed

more counter-stereotypical views of African Americans. So for

the white children in the study, learning about racism is likely

to promote prejudice reduction. In contrast to the effects on

white children, African American children’s attitudes were no

different depending on the discrimination condition versus the

non-discrimination condition. Hughes and her colleagues suppose

that African American children may not have been influenced by
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the lessons about discrimination due to the possibility that they

had already learned about discrimination from their parents or

other adults.
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six

“Affirmative action is reverse racism”:
The myth of merit

But Americans of all races and creeds, men and women, are disgusted with

the system of reverse discrimination.

Former Governor of California, Pete Wilson1

At the core of our shared belief in the American Dream is the

assumption that basic qualities, valued widely in American society,

will allow any individual to prevail. Pull yourself up by your own

bootstraps. Hard work, determination, persistence, and dedication

render any playing field level, goes the familiar narrative. It stands

to reason, then, that those who do not succeed have only them-

selves to blame. The industrious rise through force of their own

effort while the lazy founder on the rocks of failure because they

lack the fundamental characteristics required for success. This is a

dominant narrative in America.

How, then, does the controversial, often misunderstood principle

of affirmative action fit into this narrative? Cherished narratives of

this sort are tricky and full of baggage that encumbers our ability

to think through social realities and policies. We often respond

with a kind of reflex when something challenges our assumptions,
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and often we do not examine all the premises that underlie either

our assumptions or the new challenge. Affirmative action is such a

challenge, and it goes to the heart of some basic, if mythic, narra-

tives that explain and govern our lives. A number of dangerous

myths we live by and half-truths tend to obscure the real meanings

of affirmative action and its potential to make the American dream

an actuality.

A major stumbling block to our genuine understanding of the

motivations and meanings behind affirmative action is the belief

that, contrary to the very central principle of meritocracy, affirma-

tive action would actually confer an unfair advantage on some

person or some group and that an affirmative action program would

prefer one category of persons over another thereby violating one of

the major ground assumptions we live by. According to the domin-

ant narrative in the United States, affirmative action can only be

seen as the introduction of preferences in an otherwise fair system.

Affirmative action, the reasoning goes, is simply wrong, perhaps

even un-American, because it confers unfair preferences for, and

advantages onto, women and people of color, while men and whites

are still forced to play by the rules.

As we come to the final topic of this book, it should be clear

to the reader that despite the hopes and myths that help support our

society and encourage us to participate fully, the playing field

is unfair. There is subtle but systematic discrimination against

marginalized groups and unearned privilege for others. This chapter

examines the necessity of affirmative action. I often hear from well-

meaning people that there is no need for affirmative action. If civil

rights legislation already exists, the reasoning goes, if laws exist to

protect all people from illegal discrimination, affirmative action

programs are then both unnecessary and unfair. Commitment to

the ideals of American equality sometimes distorts our ability to

see clearly the actual inequalities in the daily lives of women and

people of color.
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Benign bigotry, as a concept and as a set of beliefs and practices,

is at the heart of understanding exactly why affirmative programs

are necessary. Specifically the subtle, often unconscious and incon-

spicuous, forms of bias are at the very center of the affirmative

action debate because these forms of discrimination are common

in daily life – in the classroom, in the workplace, and in ordinary

daily encounters and decisions. Because the detection of bias is

so difficult, the only way to ensure fairness is to take a proactive

approach to ensuring that discrimination does not take place.

In order to understand affirmative action and the sentiments that

run counter to it, let us look carefully at portrayals of affirmative

action in the mass media, myths and common misunderstandings of

what affirmative action is, and how it functions to perpetuate the

myth that affirmative action amounts to reverse discrimination.

Affirmative action: Separating myths from reality

Affirmative action traces its history to 1965 when President

Johnson signed Executive Order 11246 requiring all federal

contractors to take “affirmative action” to ensure equality of

employment. EO 11246, combined with amendments added later,

constitutes what is now affirmative action in the US. In spirit and

in original design, affirmative action was intended, through specific

guidelines and requirements, to reduce and eliminate discrimi-

natory practices in workplace hiring and promotion (and later, in

college admissions), and was meant to ensure equality of opportu-

nity for women and people of color. Federal contractors that receive

money from the federal government are required to develop written

affirmative action programs. Public schools, colleges, and univer-

sities, and approximately 22% of the businesses that employ the US

labor force, are, according to the provisions of the act, required to

engage in self-analysis for the purpose of discovering any barriers

to equal opportunity. Organizations that receive federal funding
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should attempt to engage the services of minority contractors in

proportion to the number of minority contractors available to

perform the work. Affirmative action is meant to educate insti-

tutions and regulate ordinary practices that have for too many

generations been ruled by habits of mind and business that are

products of benign bigotry.

President Johnson’s Executive Order 11246 specified two require-

ments. First, organizations are required to monitor their workforce

statistics, paying attention to the representation of women and

people of color with requisite skills relevant to the profession or

occupation in their organization as compared to the availability of

such people for employment. Second, if a dramatic difference exists

between available qualified people and the composition of the

organization, it is incumbent upon the organization to develop

proactive efforts, such as recruitment and advertising, to ensure

consistent development of hiring pools which are in compliance

with the affirmative action guidelines. In addition, organizations

are responsible for developing other activities, programs, and

training courses designed to generate genuinely equal conditions.

External outreach attempts to broaden awareness of hiring oppor-

tunities, and internal training programs designed to maximize opp-

ortunities for promotion, need to be incorporated as regular and

routine aspects of conducting business. Numerical goals and time-

tables should be established based on the availability of qualified

applicants in the job market.

Numerical goals are not quotas (quotas and quota-setting are

illegal), nor are they “set-asides” for specific groups. Affirmative

action was facilitated, in part, through “set-aside” programs in

which a specified number of government contracts were dedicated

to minority and women-owned businesses. President Clinton, how-

ever, did away with this practice. Rather, the goal-setting process in

affirmative action planning is used to focus on and to assess the

effectiveness of affirmative action efforts designed to eradicate and
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prevent discrimination. Quotas are used only in cases in which a

specific and formal finding of discrimination has been made, and, in

these cases, quotas are meant to remedy any disadvantages created

by discriminatory practices. When discrimination is discovered, the

Office of Federal Contract Compliance Programs (OFCCP) works

with the organization to develop reasonable goals that can lead to

decreased discrimination. If the organization does not comply with

the OFCCP suggestions, it faces the possibility of losing its federal

funding eligibility for a period of days or months. Every organization

that falls under affirmative action guidelines is required to engage in

this self-monitoring process and every year a certain number of

organizations are audited by the OFCCP. If an organization fails

to meet its goals, it needs to demonstrate a good-faith effort toward

reaching the goals. The OFCCP employs only a few hundred people

and doesn’t have the resources necessary for an abundance of

regulatory investigations.2

The fundamental goals and practices of affirmative action are

shared across programs, although the specific design and implemen-

tation of programs vary along a dimension of prescriptiveness. On

the low end of prescriptiveness there are opportunity enhancement

programs such as focused recruitment (e.g. advertising a job opening

in a publication that caters to people of color), or special training

(with no weight given to the demographics of an applicant in

decision making) that can influence hiring or selection decisions.

There are also tie-break methods whereby members of the target

group are given preference over others if their qualifications are

equivalent. Finally, there is a perception by many that there is a

practice of preferential treatment given to members of targeted

groups even when group members’ qualifications are inferior to those

of the non-target groups. Those programs would include quotas, and

such quotas are illegal. The latter category, highly prescriptive

affirmative action programs, are opposed most vigorously by the

public because they violate people’s sense of merit-based justice.3
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Also, sadly, although not a part of the real landscape of affirmative

action implementation, perceived quota-based programs have

become the basis for most of the misconceptions, prejudices, and

bad will in the public mind toward affirmative action.

Opinion polls and portrayals in media

Again, the general public in the US tends to think of strong

preferential treatment when they think about affirmative action.

When people believe (falsely) that affirmative action equals quotas,

they believe it amounts to reverse discrimination – and this, chiefly,

entails the belief that affirmative action results in discrimination

against men and white people. The inaccurate belief that affirma-

tive action consists of strong preferential treatment and quotas is

fueled by the mass media, in large measure by opponents of affirma-

tive action. For instance, former California governor, Pete Wilson,

who spear-headed the campaign to repeal affirmative action in his

state in the 1990s, describes affirmative action as “preferential

treatment” and those who benefit from it as members of “protected”

and “preferred groups” who are only “so-called underrepresented”

minorities.4 It should be clear by this point in the book that women

and people of color are hardly “protected” and “preferred.”

That affirmative action is misunderstood as a policy and is regar-

ded as a procedure that gives women and people of color preference

over white men is fueled by at least three sets of beliefs. First, as

discussed in Chapter 2, people tend to believe in a just world.5

According to the just world theory, if people fail (fail to be hired,

fail to be admitted to a college) their failures are reflections of their

own lack of ability or tenacity. People who do succeed are the

individuals best qualified to move ahead. Second, objections to

affirmative action practices emerge from a belief that the system is

a natural phenomenon that, if left alone, will operate in a fair

manner. People tend to believe that the “normal” hiring and college
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admissions process is meritocratic – that the application process is

fair and that the system itself, is self-correcting and that, the most

qualified person will be hired or admitted. In actuality, the system is a

product of human action and social forces and might require human

intervention to make it work. Third, even though most people are

committed to equality, as we have discovered throughout this book,

many individuals hold unconscious beliefs that people of color and

women tend to be less qualified than white men, which makes it

difficult for people to accurately perceive situations of unfairness.6

But are people’s positions on affirmative action always based

on arguments about merit? There can be an element of racism

in the rejection of affirmative action, at least among the white

Midwestern American university students that Stephen Johnson7

studied. Johnson engaged participants in a problem-solving task.

Participants were told that they would be competing with someone

in a different room for the best solution to a problem. Participants

were led to believe that their competitor was either African Ameri-

can or white. After the task, all participants were told that they had

lost the competition, but some for different reasons than others. Half

were told they lost because of their competitor’s superior problem-

solving abilities. The other half, however, were told that although

both participant and competitor performed similarly, the competitor

was deemed the winner because she or he was from a poor back-

ground, was economically disadvantaged, and had probably faced

injustice in her or his life. Obviously, this second condition was set

up to appear as though the competitor was a beneficiary

of preferential treatment. The participants’ reactions would be ana-

logous to people’s misunderstanding and misconceptions of what

affirmative action does. After the participants were informed they

had lost, the experimenter presented an opportunity for retaliation by

telling each participant that their judgment of the other person was

an important factor in the final decision to award points and that if

the participant had anything negative to say about the other person,
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the experimenter would take that into account when awarding points

to the competitor. The participant would not receive extra points,

but could prevent the other person from receiving the extra points.

Using the analogy of affirmative action, if the participants were

against affirmative action solely on the basis of merit – i.e., that

people should not gain what they haven’t earned – the participants

would penalize the competitors who won due to previous disad-

vantage, regardless of the competitor’s race. If racial prejudice was a

factor in the participants’ decisions, they would penalize an African

American competitor more than a white competitor.

Did it matter whether the competitor was white or African

American when it came to the participant retaliating? It did

not matter if the participants thought they lost due to the others’

superiority. In fact, when the participant’s loss was believed to be

because of the other person’s superior performance, the participants

were less aggressive toward the African American competitor than

toward the white competitor. However, when the participant’s

loss in the competition resulted from the other person having

been given the advantage due to their deprived background, the

participants retaliated against the African American competitors

more than they did against the white competitors. Discrimination

against blacks occurred even though the participants gained nothing

for themselves by retaliating. It appears that Johnson’s participants

disliked preferential treatment, but really disliked African Ameri-

cans receiving it at their expense. So, while many claim that their

opposition to affirmative action is about fairness, and not about

racism, for some people, racism does play a role in their opposition.

Affirmative action and equal opportunity: What’s

the difference?

One common belief about affirmative action is that it is unneces-

sary. If a person is discriminated against in employment based on
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gender or ethnic background, there are anti-discrimination laws in

place protecting people from such treatment. If someone is discri-

minated against in the US, they can file a complaint with the Equal

Employment Opportunity Commission. So is affirmative action

necessary? Faye Crosby and her colleagues8 outline the difference

between equal opportunity and affirmative action. Equal opportu-

nity seeks to achieve a system in which all individuals are given the

same treatment. Laws are in place to prevent intentional or blatant

discrimination based on age, race, gender, religion, disability or

nationality (there are no US federal laws protecting lesbians and

gay men against discrimination – one can legally discriminate

against homosexuals). Equal opportunity assumes that when there

is no overt discrimination, equal opportunity exists for all members

of all groups. But the research on subtle prejudice finds that even

when equality of opportunity appears to exist, people’s subtle,

covert, and often unconscious behavior undermines the reality of

equal opportunity. The various stages at which subtle prejudice

affected the selection process are discussed later in this chapter.

Affirmative action is proactive and calls for actions to ensure

that equal opportunity actually exists. Crosby describes affirmative

action as a monitoring system.9 She argues that even policies that

appear to be neutral with regard to ethnicity and gender can

operate in ways that advantage some and disadvantage others.

A monitoring system like affirmative action is necessary because

imbalances can be difficult to detect. Affirmative action examines

whether equal opportunity exists, and if it does not, a plan can be

implemented for taking concrete measures to eliminate barriers and

establish true equality of opportunity. Organizations covered by

affirmative action law (those receiving money from the federal

government), must determine the availability of qualified workers

in target categories. Target categories include women and four

ethnic groups – African Americans, Asian Americans, Latina/os,

and Native Americans. The organization determines the number of
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women and people of color in their work place and compares their

numbers (incumbency) to that of what would reasonably be

expected to be available in the relevant geographic recruiting area.

If the number of women and people of color in the organization is

significantly less than those available, the company is required to

develop a plan using proactive measures to attempt to eliminate the

discrepancies between the availability and incumbency. The organ-

ization must set goals and demonstrate a good-faith effort to bolster

the numbers of those they are lacking. Goals outlined in an affirma-

tive action program are not quotas. The organization is not required

to change the demographic makeup of the organization dramatic-

ally, or even at all, as long as it shows a good-faith effort at attem-

pting to expand opportunities for members of target groups.

Faye Crosby notes that the legal system assumes that individuals

can always detect when they are victims of discrimination and that

they will protest the discrimination they have received. However,

this assumption does not take into account that bias today is subtle,

covert, and may be unconscious and unintentional. Subtle bias is,

by definition, difficult to detect and difficult to prove, and the

targets of subtle discrimination may not even be aware it is

happening.10 And often, those who have been discriminated

against are hesitant to report discrimination. There is a tendency

to see complainants as trouble-making whiners who lack a sense of

humor. I have seen complainants be treated as tattle-tales who are

seen as victimizing the perpetrators of discrimination. Many people

who are victims of discrimination see how other victims are treated

after they have made an official report of discrimination or sexual

harassment and do not want to risk the ostracism that often accom-

panies the exposure of mistreatment. To summarize, equal opportun-

ity is not sufficient to protect against discrimination because it

assumes: (1) that any and all discrimination is overt and obvious;

(2) that targets will detect discrimination against them; and (3)

that targets will always report discrimination.
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The role of subtle prejudice in the affirmative

action debate

The belief that overt and conspicuous bigotry has decreased is

supported by research.11 As I discussed in the Introduction to this

book, white Americans’ attitudes toward African Americans in the

early part of the twenty-first century are ambivalent, consisting of

both positive and negative elements. Pro-black attitudes tend to

come from recognition of the obstacles African Americans face in

America. Whites’ pro-black feelings aren’t so much “pro”-black as

they are feelings of sympathy or pity. In this analysis, whites’ anti-

black feelings tend to include blaming blacks themselves for their

disadvantages in education, employment, and economics.12 Inequi-

ties in achievement are understood as a consequence of some defect

in performance or some deficiency in values and ethics. In this

way, white ambivalence toward African Americans is rooted in

two competing core values in American society: individualism, as

embodied in the Protestant work ethic of pulling oneself up by the

bootstraps, and humanitarianism–egalitarianism, embodied in values

emphasizing equality and fairness. Those who subscribe to an ega-

litarian value system sympathize with groups whose members they

view as victims of injustice, including African Americans and others

from historically marginalized groups. A strong adherence to egali-

tarianism enables many whites to regard themselves as unprejudiced

and nondiscriminatory and these individuals might support affirma-

tive action programs. In spite of appearances, though, this positive

component of the ambivalence toward African Americans is not

assumed to include genuinely pro-black attitudes or even sentiments

of true friendship between whites and African Americans. Some

whites feel discomfort, uneasiness, and perhaps even fear of African

Americans, while, at the same time, they maintain their egalitarian

self-image.13 How does the ambivalence that underpins benign big-

otry relate to affirmative action? First of all, the targets of the
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prejudice may not realize they are being discriminated against,

outside observers may not notice it, and the perpetrators may not

be fully aware of their discriminatory behavior. The subtle form of

discrimination is immediately relevant to the debate regarding

whether passive “equal opportunity” approaches to employment

and admissions are adequate or whether active affirmative action

programs are necessary. Also, fairness is an important component of

people’s support or opposition to affirmative action. For many

whites, support for the principle of affirmative action represents the

egalitarian value; the opposition to the implementation of affirmative

action programs reflects the individualism value.14 Affirmative

action threatens an economic order that is believed to be just in

principle and to work well in fact.

Of course racism isn’t the only type of prejudice relevant to

the affirmative action debate. Prejudice and discrimination against

women is often covert and subtle. Sexism, like other forms of bias,

can be divided into “old-fashioned” sexist ideas about women and

more contemporary and subtle forms of prejudicial treatment. To at

least some degree, the values that underlie subtle racism also under-

lie subtle forms of sexism.15 Modern or subtle sexists believe that

sexism is a thing of the past, and that women as a group are given

preferential treatment in hiring decisions. Subtle sexism reflects an

underlying resentment toward the subordinated group (women) by

the dominant group (men) – although women may also hold these

attitudes. As I have discussed extensively in the “Feminists are

man-haters” chapter, a major component of these new forms of

sexism is the rewarding of women who hold traditional roles (e.g.

stay-at-home mothers) and the penalizing of women who are non-

traditional (e.g. working women). Thus, prejudice against women is

not merely antipathy toward a given group. The content of many

people’s prejudice comprises negative and positive attributes, and

the positive attributes perpetuate subordination because the target

is viewed as incompetent or in need of protection. As we saw in the
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“Feminists are man-haters” chapter, a patronizing yet positive

orientation towards women that serves to reinforce gender inequal-

ity is, itself, a form of prejudice.

Where things can go wrong in employment

and education

Institutions often claim that they do not discriminate because they

use the same standards to hire, retain, and promote all of their

employees. In the Introduction to this book, I described a study by

John Dovidio and Samuel Gaertner16 that compared people’s ten-

dency to express overt racism and subtle racism at two different times

in order to see if people’s attitudes change over time and if they

become more tolerant. In the rating of white and black job candi-

dates, there were no race-based differences in the recommendations

for candidates with either strong or weak qualifications. However,

African American candidates with ambiguous qualifications were

recommended less often than whites with the same ambiguous

qualifications. When a white candidate’s qualifications were

ambiguous, students rated them as if their qualifications were strong;

but a black candidate with the same qualifications was rated as weak.

Thus, whites seem to be given the benefit of the doubt by other

whites, a benefit not extended to African Americans. The fact that

bias often occurs when one’s qualifications are ambiguous is an

important point. As I stated in the Introduction, most people are

not brilliant nor are they stupid, most fall somewhere in the middle.

Comedian Chris Rock’s routine is relevant here when he says:

Now when you go to a class there are 30 kids in the class: 5 smart,

5 dumb and the rest they’re in the middle. And that’s just all

America is: a nation in the middle, a nation of B and C students

. . . [A] black C student can’t even be the manager at Burger King.

Meanwhile the white C student just happens to be the President of

the United States of America!17
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This is the nature of benign bigotry. Subtle, yet significant,

discrimination can occur in any and in many aspects of the

workplace and university life.

As we have seen in previous chapters, whites tend to discrimin-

ate against people of color when their discrimination can be justi-

fied on nonprejudicial grounds. For instance, whites will provide aid

to both a black and a white person when the individual is in need

of help because of no fault of their own. However, when a person

requests help but appears “lazy,” whites will more often aid another

white person than a black person. When the deservingness of the

recipient is more questionable, making the failure to help more

justifiable, blacks are disadvantaged relative to whites.18 Whites

gain undeserved advantages and blacks are subjected to undeserved

disadvantages. Thus, racial prejudice among whites is likely to be

expressed in subtle, indirect, and rationalizable ways, whereas more

direct and obvious expressions of prejudice are avoided.

In this section, I describe the various stages of the employment

and admissions process in which subtle discrimination can occur.

But first, there is one caveat to the discussion that follows. I do not

discuss test bias, an important part of an affirmative action discus-

sion. Biases in standardized tests that are used in university admis-

sion and hiring procedures have historically disadvantaged women

and people of color by making them appear to be less qualified

candidates. For excellent discussions regarding test bias,

I recommend books by Barbara Bergmann, Faye Crosby, Daniel

Golden, and Tim Wise.19

Before we look at the way benign bigotry operates in the applica-

tion process, let’s examine the idea of meritocracy. The belief in

meritocracy, the notion that those who are hired for jobs and accepted

into prestigious universities are hired and accepted as a result of

individual effort and talent, and that the most competent person is

hired and accepted, is, in practical terms, a myth. The idea of

meritocracy assumes a level playing field, a system that is fair, and
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an even starting place. What you have seen throughout this book,

and what will be reinforced and tied directly to the employment and

admissions process, is that because of past and present discrimination

against women and people of color, as well as past and present

unearned privilege awarded to whites and men, the playing field is

not level. Deconstructing the myth of meritocracy is crucial to the

understanding of how subtle discrimination operates and this plays a

vital role in deconstructing the myth that affirmative action is

reverse discrimination.

Recruitment: It’s who you know

Bias occurs in the earliest stages of college admissions and hiring –

in recruitment. Before affirmative action, and even currently, the

way potential job candidates often hear about a job opening is

through word-of-mouth. So-and-so knows so-and-so and he has a

son who is a recent college graduate who is looking for a job.

Friends contact friends over lunch, or on the tennis court, and

say, “Hey, we’re looking for a new [fill in the blank], know anyone?”

While word-of-mouth recruitment may appear innocent and not

necessarily rife with bias, it is exclusionary. Because white men still

dominate high level positions, they are most likely to be in contact

with other white men who have sons or sons-in-laws or nephews

who are white men and thus white men are most likely to hear

about a position opening and are more likely to be interviewed.

They are thus more likely to be hired than a woman or a person of

color. Word-of-mouth recruitment is especially hurtful to people of

color because, in the US, while legal segregation is largely in the

past, informal segregation is still the norm. Few people have cross-

ethnic friendships. Think about your last holiday celebration.

Who sat around the table with you? How many of those people

were of a different ethnicity than you? If you are like most people,

you spend time with people of your own ethnic background.
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So word-of-mouth recruitment for jobs puts people of color at a

distinct disadvantage.

More formally, in college admissions, legacy admissions also put

ethnic minorities and poor whites at a clear disadvantage. Three

recent books offer a scathing look at the “preferences of privilege”20

that operate in American colleges and universities: Jerome

Karabel’s The Chosen; Daniel Golden’s The Price of Admission; and

David Schmidt’s Color and Money. At Ivy League colleges, an

intergenerational tradition exists that is known as “legacies”

whereby members of families apply to, are accepted for admission,

and attend, the schools where their parents are alumni. Children

and other relatives of alumni of Ivy League colleges are approxi-

mately three times as likely to be admitted as applicants who are

not “legacies.”21 Because rich whites have nearly entirely comprised

the student populations of such institutions historically, this par-

ticular invisible form of the thwarting of equal opportunity is woven

into the very fabric of Ivy League tradition.

Then there are development cases.At most top colleges in the US,

the fundraising office supplies admissions with a list of applicants of

wealthy donors, known as “development cases,” applicants who are

often accepted even if they rank near the bottom of their high

school classes or have SAT scores 300–400 points below rejected

applicants.22 Legacy admits and development cases constitute an

invisible kind of “affirmative action” for rich white people based on

unearned and invisible privilege. These two practices violate the

core principle narrative of merit and equality of opportunity that

are the cornerstone principles of the myth of meritocracy. These

practices, and the lifetime benefits that accrue to beneficiaries and

in their effects over generations, in actuality produce substantially

greater advantage for rich white people than actual affirmative

action does for people of color.23 In actual practice, it is the

students admitted as legacies and development cases who violate

the notion of meritocracy and who are admitted for reasons
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expressly other than merit and individual achievement. Jerome

Karabel writes, “findings [from the Office of Civil Rights] about

legacy applicants were, if anything, even more embarrassing. For

unlike athletic skill, which is arguably a form of merit, being the

child of an alumnus was nothing more than an accident of birth.

Nevertheless, Harvard gave strong preference to legacies, admit-

ting them between 1981–1988 at a rate of 36 percent – more than

double the rate for all applicants.”24 And, according to an Office of

Civil Rights investigation, legacies ranked lower than non-legacy

admits on every important rating: personal, extracurricular, acade-

mic, teacher, and counselor.25 Both legacies and athletes

performed below average at the colleges that Karabel investi-

gated.26 Even at the height of affirmative action, legacies and

athletes were admitted at a rate higher than were African Americans.

Legacies and athletes carry clear “plus factors” and are members

of “tagged categories.” You might think that if athleticism is a

plus factor, that should help some applicants of color, such as

African Americans. However, Daniel Golden notes that there is a

specific social class dimension to those athletes admitted to elite

schools – admittance and scholarships tend to go to upper-class

sports dominated by whites such as crew, horseback riding, golf, and

sailing.

One might think that Asian Americans, often referred to as the

“model minority,” might have a clear advantage in academic pur-

suits relative to other people of color. However, Asian Americans

have been described as the “new Jews”27 of college admissions.

Despite their higher-than-average academic qualifications, they

face hidden quotas designed to keep them out of elite colleges,

as Jewish Americans had nearly a hundred years earlier. To summa-

rize the findings in Karabel’s, Golden’s, and Schmidt’s investiga-

tions, the number of well-to-do whites given preference to highly

selective colleges overwhelms any real or imagined advantage con-

ferred on people of color through affirmative action.
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Subtle prejudice during the application process

When I teach about discrimination in my classes, inevitably someone

raises a hand with a personal anecdote of discrimination. And after a

student tells a story of a personal discrimination experience, often

another student will say, “Howdo you know it was discrimination?Maybe

that interviewer is mean to everyone, not just black people.” That is a good

point.While the stories that students share with the class are vivid and

oftenmake intuitive sense, anecdotes are easily dismissible as only one

person’s experience and one that might be subject to the faulty recall

of imperfect memory or paranoia. Decades ago, discrimination was

more blatant and less subject to interpretation. A woman would

inquire about a position and the employer would say, “We don’t hire

ladies. This is man’s work.” Today, discrimination manifests in subtle

ways, sometimes without the discriminator realizing she is discrimin-

ating and sometimes not noticeable by the target of that discrimin-

ation. Fortunately, we have social psychology experiments to put

personal anecdotes to the test.We can systematically study discrimin-

ation in carefully controlled environments.

In this section I present some research on bias that occurs at the

level of application screening. One experiment that received a lot

of media attention is a study by Marianne Bertrand and Sendhil

Mullainathan.28 They responded with fictitious resumes to 1,300

help-wanted ads printed in Chicago and Boston newspapers. They

sent out 5,000 resumes that varied by race of applicant (either

African American or white), applicant name (based on census data

regarding most often used names for each group), and quality of the

resume (some were low caliber and some high). Overall, regardless

of the quality of the resume, resumes with white names received

50 percent more callbacks for interviews than resumes with black

names. In other words, a white applicant should expect a call back

for every 10 applications while an African American would need to

submit 15 applications to receive the same number of call backs.
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Also, the quality of the resume affected the callback rate for white

applicants, but not for black applicants. In other words, blacks did

not benefit from having high caliber qualifications. This finding

suggests that there is a ceiling effect for AfricanAmerican applicants –

meaning there are limits to how talented an African American

applicant is perceived to be.

In another experiment,29 white American university students

were asked to judge college admissions applicants based on tran-

scripts and SAT scores. Applicants were described as either white

or black and were either strongly, moderately, or weakly qualified.

When the student evaluators reviewed weak applications, there

were no differences in their evaluations of white or black candi-

dates. When applicants had moderate qualifications, whites were

evaluated slightly, but not significantly, better than were African

Americans. However, when the candidate was highly qualified

African Americans were evaluated less positively than were whites.

Furthermore, when the materials used for judging were analyzed

according to how directly they related to the information presented

in the applicant’s transcript, the less directly related the item was to

the transcript information, the greater was the racist bias. In other

words, the more vague, subjective, and irrelevant judgment criteria

are, the more bias there is in judges’ ratings. This study corroborates

work that finds that whites tend to evaluate African Americans less

favorably than whites on subjective dimensions of work perform-

ance.30 Results from this study suggest that keeping performance

criteria clear and specific and making sure it pertains to actual

performance may decrease discrimination.

Applicant gender plays a role in hiring as well. In one experi-

ment,31 fictitious resumes of ten psychologists with PhDs were sent

to heads of psychology departments across the US. The department

heads were asked to rank the psychologists according to the profes-

sorial rank at which they should be hired. The summaries contained

information about productivity, teaching, administrative work, and
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sociability. The names were rotated in such a way that the same

resume sometimes carried a man’s name and sometimes a woman’s,

although there was no way for the department heads to know that

the experiment was testing for gender bias. As predicted, whether a

woman’s or a man’s name was at the top of the resume mattered.

The resumes with men’s names were assigned the advanced rank

of Associate Professor. When the same resumes carried women’s

names, however, they were assigned the entry-level rank of Assis-

tant Professor. In other words, identical qualifications bought a

man a higher rank than a woman. This occurred even though the

women and men were rated as equally desirable appointments. So

gender discrimination did not occur in terms of hiring – both women

and men were equally desirable appointments. The discrimination

was more subtle in that it appeared that resume reviewers believed

that women were not ready to be advanced-level professors, while

men with the exact same qualifications were. It is as though they

thought, “Some day, she’ll be a great professor.” For men, they might

have thought, “He’s ready to hit the ground running.” This kind of

benign bigotry is subtle yet significant. Assistant professors do not

have tenure, so the women in this study would not have the

protections and privileges of tenure, while associate professor

positions do have tenure, with all the protection and privilege that

entails. There are also pay differences. Not only do professors who

are men make more than women with the same rank, but also, there

is a significant pay difference between someone who is hired as an

assistant professor and someone who is hired at the higher rank of

associate professor.32 These two studies show that before a woman

or person of color even gets in the door, even on paper alone,

bias exists. Employers’ beliefs, or schemas, of minorities set up

expectations even before meeting an applicant.

Subtle sexism is evidenced in the content of letters of recom-

mendation for job candidates. Frances Trix and Carolyn Psenka33

examined letters of recommendation of successful applicants for
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medical faculty positions in the US over a three-year period. They

found significant differences between recommendations written for

women and men who are medical doctors. First, letters of recom-

mendation written for men were longer than were letters for

women. Longer letters suggest, in subtle ways, that there is more

to say about men than women, that men have accomplished more,

and perhaps, even that the letter writer is more invested and more

impressed with the applicant because the author has taken the time

to write a thorough letter. Second, letter-writers employ gendered

terms, such gratuitous modifiers used to describe women candidates.

For instance, “lady physician” was used for women. It is hard

to imagine the parallel description of men (e.g. “gentleman phys-

ician”). The use of gendered modifiers suggests that male physicians

are the norm, while woman physicians are the marked exception –

the term “physician” gets modified by “lady.” In addition, letters

written for women were more likely to use gendered descriptive

adjectives such as “compassionate” while letters for men used terms

such as “accomplishment” or “achievement.” Trix and Psenka used

the term letters of minimal assurance to describe one pattern of

difference in which women were described as pleasant and easy to

get along with, rather than as competent and accomplished. Doubt

raisers were more often part of letters for women than for men,

including such items as hedges, irrelevant content, and faint praise

(e.g. “She is quite close to my wife”; “It appears that her health and

personal life are stable”). Finally, more grindstone adjectives (working

hard, dependable, thorough) were used in letters on behalf of men

(“She worked hard on the projects that she accepted”), suggesting

that when women succeed it is because they work hard, not because

they are able or talented in a fundamental way. The differences in

letters of recommendation written for women and men were not

overtly negative – the letter writers probably did not even realize

they wrote differently for women and men. Nonetheless these

differences are important because they demonstrate how the
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accumulation of relatively small subtle differences can add up to a

different picture of women and men doctors: There is more to say

about men’s accomplishments based on the assumption that men

belong in the position of doctor, while women doctors are still a

novelty (“lady doctor”), their position is tentative and tenuous.

Women are represented as pleasant and hard working but men get

the job done because of their inherent capability.

Bias during interviews

If people from a stigmatized group manage to get past initial

screening, their interview experience can be a challenge. Carl

Word and his colleagues34 trained white American university stu-

dents to interview applicants for a job. These trained interviewers

interviewed either an African American or white applicant for a

job. Even though the interviewers were trained on how to conduct

an appropriate interview, subtle but significant differences were

found in the ways they conducted themselves with African Ameri-

cans and whites. When the applicant was black, the interviewer

unwittingly sat farther away, made more speech errors – that is

spoke less proper English – and terminated the interview 25%

sooner than when the applicant was white. Does this differential

treatment have an effect on the performance of the applicant? In a

second experiment, Word and his colleagues trained their inter-

viewers to treat white students in the same manner that the inter-

viewers had treated either the white or black applicants in the

previous experiment. The experimenters videotaped the students

being interviewed. Independent judges unfamiliar with the hypoth-

eses of the study rated those who had been treated like the black

applicants as being more nervous and less effective than those

treated like the white applicants. The results of this study lead us

to conclude that when people of color are interviewed by a white

person, their performance may suffer, not because there is anything
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wrong with them but because the interviewer is likely to behave

(unwittingly) in a way that makes the interviewees uncomfortable.

Interviewer behavior can negatively affect women interviewees

as well. Julie Woodzicka and Marianne LaFrance35 had women who

were being interviewed for a job receive sexually harassing ques-

tions (vs. questions that were not sexual in nature). Those women

who received the harassment during the interview exhibited more

diluted language, more repeated words, and had more false starts in

their speech to the male interviewer. The effects of discrimination

can be cumulative, but the studies by Word and colleagues, and by

Woodzicka and LaFrance, indicate that the effects of bias can be

more immediate. Another study found subtle differences in the way

interviewers behaved with job applicants presumed to be lesbian/

gay or heterosexual.36 In terms of measures of overt discrimination,

there were no significant differences in employers stating that jobs

were available, no differences in frequency of being given permis-

sion to complete an application, and no differences in receiving

a call back after the completion of an application.37 However, in

the examination of more subtle forms of discrimination, there were

differences between how gay or straight applicants were treated.

Consistent with the principles of subtle prejudice, employers were

more verbally negative, spent less time, and used fewer words, when

interacting with the lesbian and gay applicants. The authors con-

clude that employers were able to control their more overt discrim-

inatory behaviors, but some of their negative feelings may have

been expressed through subtle channels.

These three studies have important implications for the success

of minorities in the early part of the employment process. First,

African Americans as well as those presumed to be gay or lesbian

were not overtly discriminated against, but were discriminated

against in subtle ways. Second, mistreatment, even in subtle forms,

has a negative impact on the recipient of such mistreatment

including initiating the self-fulfilling prophecy of performing
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ineffectively or nervously during the interview. While these forms

of discrimination are subtle and apparently benign, they affect the

success of those who are subjected to them.

Finally, even if discrimination does not occur during the inter-

view, stereotyping can occur during recall of the interview. People’s

stereotypes about certain groups can negatively affect their memo-

ries of how well an interview went. Ricardo Frazer and Uco

Wiersma38 had white US undergraduates conduct employment

interviews with either a white or black applicant who was actually

a trained interviewee working for the experimenter. Based on infor-

mation provided to them prior to interviews, the interviewers

believed that their applicants were either highly qualified for the

position or not well qualified. Participants read each applicant’s file

and then used an interview guide provided by the researchers to

interview an applicant. Frazer and Wiersma found that interviewers

were equally likely to want to hire the black and white candidate

immediately after the interview. However, when participants/

interviewers returned a week later and were given the interview

questions and asked to recall the performance of the applicants

during questioning, disturbing differences emerged depending on

whether or not the applicant had been white or black. African

American applicants were remembered as having given less intel-

ligent answers, when in fact, their actual responses to the items

were identical to those of the white applicants. The time delay built

into the study enabled the participants’ racism to be revealed.

Participants/interviewers correctly recalled performance differences

between the low and high quality applicants – indicating that their

memories were not generally inaccurate. These findings suggest

that to some extent, people may be able to control their behavior

and to choose not to discriminate. However, when recall is

involved and the schema black person is called up African

Americans are thought of as being less capable than the whites.

These findings might speak to why members of minority groups
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might be hired at the same rate as whites, but may not be promoted

as often as whites due to people’s inaccurate memories of ethnic

minority acheivement.

Internalized bias: wage entitlement

A study conducted with college educated full-time workers by the

American Association of University Women39 in 2007, found that

men have higher salaries than do women – even after important

variables such as college major, type of profession, experience, and

training have been controlled for. This difference is seen one year

after graduation from college, with women earning only 80% as

much as men and only 69% of what men make ten years after

college. Similar patterns are found in the UK.40 By now, reading

this book, it should be clear that benign bigotry likely accounts for

some of the differences in pay between women and men. Contrib-

uting to the existence and internalization of benign bigotry is the

phenomenon of entitlement. This internalization can manifest in

the expectations of men and women in regard to gender differences.

But an important area of research, the work on entitlement, begins

to explain how bigotry can come to be internalized to manifest in

gender differences in what women and men feel they have coming

to them. Entitlement is a sense, belief, or assumption about what

one deserves. It is the conviction that you have something coming

to you. Women and men have a different sense of entitlement

when it comes to what they think their work is worth. Brenda

Major and her colleagues41 conducted one of the classic experi-

ments on women’s and men’s assumptions of monetary entitlement.

US college students individually completed tasks and were given a

few dollars to distribute amongst themselves based on how much

they thought they deserved for completing the task. They were

instructed to leave any remaining money. Each participant had

access to a list of the amounts of money that participants who came
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before them gave themselves. In one condition of the study, the

women participants saw a list showing that other women paid

themselves more money than they left behind. In a second condi-

tion, women saw a list indicating that other women paid themselves

less money than they left behind. Similar conditions were set up for

men. The third condition did not reveal any information about

what previous participants had paid themselves and therefore the

participants in this condition had to decide for themselves (without

external information) how much money they deserved. Participants

only experienced one of the three conditions. Would you expect

gender differences in how participants paid themselves in these

three conditions? When both women and men participants saw

what others paid themselves (i.e. when external standards were

available), there were no gender differences in how much partici-

pants paid themselves. In other words, women and men alike used

the information they saw about how much previous participants

had paid themselves as a reference point for how much they should

take for themselves. However, when participants had no informa-

tion about what others had paid themselves for the same task, there

were gender differences. Women paid themselves significantly less

than men paid themselves. Men actually paid themselves more in

the absence-of-information condition than when social comparison

information was available, whereas women’s self-pay did not differ

significantly between the condition that provided information

about what others gave themselves and the condition that did not

provide such information. What these findings suggest about

women’s and men’s entitlement is that men and women decide

what to expect based on what others are getting. When there is

social comparison information, men will match what they pay

themselves with what others have paid themselves (as will women),

but without social comparison information, men behave with less

restraint, apparently feeling they have more coming to them than

do women. Men’s sense of entitlement, then, is not unbridled; they
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are guided by what others feel entitled to as much as women are.

But without such comparison information, men feel they deserve

more than do women.

Imagine you have been offered a job. If you know what others

employed in the same position are being paid, you probably feel

comfortable expecting a similar salary. But what if you do not know

the going rate for your position? What if your soon-to-be employer

asks you if you have a “salary requirement,” (commonly used

jargon)? What salary do you expect? Major and colleagues’ study

suggests that men will expect a higher salary than will women.

Think about how differences in starting pay will impact the amount

of money available for a raise, if raises are based on percentages of

one’s present salary. Therefore, one’s starting salary can determine

thousands of dollars in salary differences between women and men

over several years of work.42

In a second experiment, Brenda Major and her colleagues43 paid

students a fixed amount of money to perform a task in which the

students could work for as long as they thought was fair. The task

entailed counting the number of dots on a page, and the counting

was done either in private or in front of the experimenter. When

women and men cannot choose how much they deserve because the

salary is fixed, does their sense of entitlement affect how long they

will work? Major and her colleagues found that women will go to

great lengths to not give themselves what they have coming. Their

study found that women: (1) worked longer than men did (they

worked especially longer in the public condition, whereas the time

men worked was unaffected by the public–private condition);

(2) they completed more dot sets than men; and (3) did so more

accurately; and (4) worked more efficiently than men. After the

main part of the study, participants were asked to provide evalu-

ations of their own performances. Despite the fact that women

worked longer than men, completed more work, and worked more

accurately, women and men did not differ in their self-rated
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performance evaluations. Taken together, these two experiments

from Major and her colleagues suggest important differences

between women’s and men’s sense of entitlement.

Many have interpreted Major’s findings as evidence that

women’s lower sense of entitlement, compared to men’s, signifies

that women do not feel entitled enough – that women have

“depressed” entitlement while men have a normal, healthy sense

of entitlement. It is true that in these kinds of studies, women tend

to pay themselves less than men for the same or better quality work,

and believe the allocation to be fair.44 However, a recent experi-

ment finds that the issue does not seem to be that women’s entitle-

ment is deflated, but rather that men’s is inflated. Brett Pelham and

John Hetts45 asked American college students to solve easy, mode-

rate, or difficult anagrams of scrambled words. Participants were

asked to evaluate their own performance and then paid themselves

for their work. You might guess that those who felt they performed

poorly would pay themselves less than those who believed they

performed well. That was the case for women, but not for men.

Specifically, women only underpaid themselves for their work when

they worked on a difficult task and felt that they had performed

poorly. Men paid themselves well even when they believed they

had performed poorly. In other words, women based their own pay

on their perceived performance, but men’s pay was not connected

to their perceived performance – men thought they should get paid

well, even when they did not do a good job. Pelham and Hetts

speculate that the men in their study based their level of self-pay on

their self-esteem rather than on their performance, whereas women

do not consider self-esteem as a legitimate source of entitlement.

That is, men seem to feel that their personal feelings of worth

entitle them to a certain level of payment, regardless of the quality

of their performance. The women in these studies based their level

of self-pay on their evaluations of their work rather than their

evaluations of their worth.
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Perceptions of competence

The research on entitlement examines what we think we have

coming to us which, no doubt, is at least partly a result of how

women and men are socialized to value their own work differ-

ently.46 How do others perceive women’s and men’s performance?

And do people use the same criteria to judge the competence of

people of color and of whites? One study found that standards of

competence shift depending on race and gender. Monica Biernat

and Diane Kobrynowicz47 asked American undergraduates to evalu-

ate job applicants in terms of: (1) the minimum criteria that would

be used to determine that a candidate was qualified and would

therefore pass an initial screening for a position; and (2) the

standards they would use to document an applicant’s actual ability

to do the job (e.g. percentage of work responsibilities for which the

applicant would be competent). They found that the minimum

standards for passing an applicant on to a second interview were

lower for African Americans than for whites and for women than

for men. However, when making ability inferences, judges set

higher requirements for African Americans than whites and for

women than men. Biernat and Kobrynowicz interpret their data

to mean that low-status individuals are held to lower minimum

standards because they are compared to members of their own group

for which there is a lower standard (e.g. “He’s fine, compared with

other blacks” or “She’s pretty competent, for a woman”). When con-

sidering higher ability standards, however, African Americans and

women have to work even harder to enable documentation of their

abilities. In this study, women and African Americans had to show

more examples of skills than did men and whites, to prove their

worth. This study lends supports to an oft-cited complaint by

women and people of color who express their feelings that they

have to jump through more hoops than white men to prove that

they are competent. For low status groups, minimum standards are

306 • Benign Bigotry



lower but ability standards are higher, while for high status groups,

these two sets of standards do not differ. Biernat and Kobrynowicz’s

results are analogous to being short-listed versus being hired. More

women and people of color might be put on a short list from which

the person hired will be drawn, but white men may be more likely

to be hired. The illusion of fairness can be maintained because

an organization can show that many minorities are seriously

considered. White men, however, still tend to be the ones who

are actually hired. The work on minimum standards represents one

of many double standards that make up the benign bigotry faced by

subordinate groups in the workplace.

Demonstrating competence is especially difficult for women

trying to achieve in male-stereotyped jobs. Recall the study con-

ducted by Madeline Heilman and her colleagues48 described in

Chapter 3, “Feminists are man-haters.” American college students

were asked to evaluate either clearly successful or ambiguously

successful candidates for a position as assistant vice president in

an aircraft company. When students rated the obviously successful

candidate, women and men were rated equally – they were both

given credit for their successes. However, when information about

the candidate’s performance was ambiguous, the woman target was

rated as less competent than the man. When the candidate was

rated for likeability, the successful woman was liked significantly

less than the successful man. The woman was rated as less hostile

than the man in the ambiguous performance outcome condition but

was rated as more hostile than the man in the clearly successful

condition. Women, although rated as less competent and less

achievement-oriented than men when information about them

was ambiguous, were also rated as less hostile interpersonally. When

evaluating successful candidates, however, the difference is dra-

matic – women who are acknowledged as successful are viewed

not merely as indifferent to others but as hostile. And these patterns

hold for both women and men raters, so these gender stereotypic
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norms, and the tendency to penalize those who violate them, are

enforced for both women and men. Heilman conducted a third

study and found that dislike of an employee was associated with

not being recommended for promotions or for salary increases.

Heilman concludes that while there are many things that lead an

individual to be disliked in the job setting, it is only women for

whom a unique propensity toward dislike is caused by success in a

non-traditional work setting. People, both women and men, seem

to be more comfortable with a less-qualified, woman and threatened

by a successful woman.

Attributions of success and failure

Another way benign bigotry can manifest is in the attributions

people make about behavior. As we saw in Chapters 1 and 2,

attributions are explanations for the causes of behavior. Most rele-

vant to the topic of affirmative action are the attributions people

make about academic and workplace success and failure. The attri-

butions made about women and people of color affect perceptions

of their belongingness in an organization or university. The four

most common attributions about success and failure are: ability,

effort, luck, and the nature of the task (whether it is easy or diffi-

cult).49 Let’s look at attributions of success – explanations for why

an individual succeeds. At first glance, one might think, as long as

I am successful, who cares about how people explain it? But attribu-

tions are important because they tap into the dimension of intrinsic

intelligence. For instance, if a student earns an A on one of her

exams, if we attribute the high grade to her ability, we can expect

her to do well on future exams. Attributions of ability are stable and

static – if you are able today, we can expect that you will be able

tomorrow. What if the student earned an A because the test was

extremely easy, or because she just got lucky and all the information

on the exam happened to be the information she studied carefully?
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We cannot make predictions about her future successes because we

cannot assume that she has the ability to achieve future success.

There is a temporariness of attributions based on the nature of the

task or on luck – in these cases we assume that the person is not

internally successful, but instead, she might just get lucky some-

times. Earlier I discussed a study50 on letters of recommendation

for medical faculty. The attributions of success were different

depending on whether the letter writer was describing a woman

or a man. Letter writers were more likely to attribute men’s success

to their ability, using such terms as “accomplishment” and

“achievement.” On the other hand, women’s success was more

likely to be attributed to hard work, rather than native intelligence.

Social psychology experiments find similar patterns. A sample of

high school students, college students, working people, and retired

people from southern Spain evaluated candidates for a leadership

position in an industry that was either congruent (traditional) or

incongruent (non-traditional) with gender roles. Participants

generally made internal attributions, such as ability, about men’s

successes, whether the job was congruent or incongruent with their

gender. However, when women were being considered for a pos-

ition that was incongruent with beliefs about tasks at which women

are considered good, people were more likely to attribute success to

something external such as luck.51

Like luck, or like an easy task, success due to hard work has an

unstable quality to it. Even though hard work is valued and seems

less capricious than luck or the ease of a task, success does not reside

in the person who succeeds because she has worked hard. People are

more comfortable with those who succeed due to their ability, not

due to their hard work. If you had to choose a doctor to perform

open-heart surgery on a close relative, would you rather have a

doctor who is a great surgeon due to working hard (because the

talent doesn’t come naturally) or a doctor who is a great surgeon

because of inherent gifts as a surgeon? Most people would probably
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prefer the stability of inherent gifts to the somewhat transitory

nature of hard work.

What attribution patterns are associated with ethnicity and

gender? Jeffrey Greenhaus and Saroj Parasuraman52 examined attri-

butions made about managers by their supervisors in three types of

US companies: communications, banking, and electronics. This

large field study comprised 1,628 managers, half of whom were

African American and half of whom were white, and their super-

visors. When the role of employee gender and race in supervisors’

attributions about their employee’s success was examined, specific

patterns emerged. First, attributions of ability were more often made

about men than women, but only in regard to the most highly

successful managers. There were no gender differences in attri-

butions of moderately successful managers. Why were there differ-

ences only among the most successful managers? Other research53

has found that different attributions about women and men are

likely to be evoked when woman’s success violates gender-based

expectations. Perhaps moderately successful women are not suffi-

ciently successful to really violate their supervisors’ expectations.

People expect women to be moderately successful in the workplace,

but not highly successful. The same study found that attributions

of ability were also more likely for white than African American

managers, particularly if the employee had limited experience (one

year or less). There were no gender differences in attributions of

effort and in whether the employee got help from others, but there

were racial differences in these attributions. Attributions of effort

were more likely for white managers than black managers. Attribu-

tions of effort can be a double-edged sword – on the one hand, the

person is admired for working hard, but on the other, the person

may be viewed as needing to work hard to compensate for a lack of

ability. However, regarding white managers, supervisors attributed

their work to both ability and effort, a combination that, when

taken together, serve as a complement. Whites work hard and are
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smart. In sharp contrast, attributions of help from others were

stronger for black managers than for white managers, particularly

for managers with extensive experience. These attributions suggest

that African American managers with a lot of experience are

believed to have succeeded because they were helped by others,

not because of their own efforts or abilities. Attributions about

black men specifically were particularly damning. Their success

was more often attributed to luck (than it was for white men and

black women) and easiness of the job (than it was for black women

and white women). These attributional patterns imply that white

men solidly belong in the workplace and are legitimately managers,

while the legitimacy of African American women, white women,

and, especially, African American men is more tenuous.

Of course it’s possible that in Greenhaus and Parasuraman’s

study, the success of white men as managers really was due to

their ability and hard work, and for others, success was due to luck,

help from others, and the easiness of the task. But given the large

number of participants in the study, the number of work domains

covered (communications, banking, and electronics), and the find-

ings of experimental evidence revealing similar patterns for gender,

it seems likely that the attributions made about the managers in the

study were based less on actual behavior and more on stereotypes.

Successful minorities: How are they perceived?

Women and people of color are often not accorded the praise or

recognition for their successes that is routinely accorded whites and

men. How is the responsibility of success distributed in successful

work groups? Madeline Heilman and Michelle Haynes54 asked

American undergraduates to evaluate women who work in success-

ful woman–man work teams whose job is to create an investment

portfolio. Creating an investment portfolio is a male-stereotyped

task so Heilman and Haynes were interested in people’s
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assumptions about who would be responsible if a woman and man

together produced a joint product of very high quality. They found

that when the successful performance information was about joint

work on a male task, women team members were regarded more

negatively – as being less competent and as having been less influ-

ential and having taken less of a leadership role – than their men

counterparts, even though there was no actual information suggest-

ing such a difference in contributions. When feedback was based

on individual performance, women were not evaluated lower than

men. So, unless there was clarity about individual contributions

to the successful group outcome, women were seen as contributing

less. Short of ensuring that the woman played a key role in the

success of the team, the default assumption seemed to be that she

did not. By the way, there were no differences in women and men

raters’ assessment – women raters were just as likely as men to make

sexist attributions. What if there is information about past perform-

ance such that there is no way of assuming negative performance on

the part of women? If there is explicit information confirming a

woman’s past on-the-job performance excellence, her contribution

is recognized. So stereotypes can be averted when negative stereo-

type-based performance-expectations about women are undercut by

a clear indication of past performance excellence.

These results suggest that without a compelling reason for the

rater to believe otherwise, negative expectations of women who

perform male-stereotyped tasks persist even in the face of clearly

successful joint outcomes, resulting in the devaluation of women’s

competence and their contribution to the work product. Heilman

and Haynes conclude that for women, working together with men

in traditionally male domains can be detrimental – even when the

work outcome is highly favorable. Unless (1) there was specific

information about the woman’s individual performance excellence;

(2) the woman’s contribution to the successful joint outcome was

irrefutable; or (3) there was definitive information about the
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excellence of the woman team member’s past performance

effectiveness, women were thought to be generally less competent,

less influential in arriving at the successful outcome, and less apt

to have taken on a leadership role in the task than were men.

Of course, it would be highly beneficial for a man to work in a

successful mixed-gender work group because the credit would go

to him. And from what we learned of the research on gender and

entitlement discussed earlier in this chapter, the woman might

work longer hours and possibly do more accurate work, yet expect

less credit than the man.

Finally, what happens when those from the dominant group are

confronted with a minority group member who may be more

competent than them? In one study, when white men students

were introduced to either high or low ability African American or

white supervisors, the students judged the competence of able

whites as higher than their own, but able African Americans

were judged as less intelligent than themselves.55 Of course, the

level of competence of the white or African American compari-

son person was the same. Thus, when the competence of African

American supervisors surpasses that of whites, whites appear to

perceive the situation as though African Americans of lower

competence are being given preferential treatment. This same

pattern has been found when men are confronted with highly

competent women.56 People’s schemas make them see false pref-

erence of minorities rather than the actual competence of

minorities.

What are the implications of these studies for affirmative action?

The research I have described suggests that when things are equal,

they often are not perceived as equal. From the very first stages of the

application process, women and people of color are disadvantaged.

The playing field is not level at any stage of the application process,

in salary expectations, in perceptions of experience and compe-

tence, and in explanations of success and failure. When women and
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people of color perform at the same rate as or better57 than white

men, they are perceived to be less competent. The fact that whites

and men tend to misperceive the competence of people of color and

women helps to justify their resistance to affirmative action.58

Insufficient competence, not race or gender, becomes the apparent

rationale justifying resistance. Similarly, deficiencies in qualifica-

tions, not bigotry, become the dominant articulated theme for

protesting affirmative action policies. Many people may support

the principle of affirmative action in the abstract but may oppose

the actual implementation of affirmative action on the basis of an

apparently non-race-related rationale.59

Benign bigotry and reactive anti-discrimination laws

In the beginning of this chapter, I differentiated the proactive

monitoring system of affirmative action from the reactive equal

opportunity practice. The studies I have reviewed should make

clear that passive assurances of equal treatment, such as anti-

discrimination laws, are not enough. Benign bigotry occurs at so

many places that even when people think they are behaving fairly,

they may not be.

Many activists and scholars see the need for affirmative action

through a backward-looking framework of corrective justice, similar

to, say, slavery reparations. That is, many people believe that

affirmative action programs are designed to redress past discrimin-

ation. This inspires some from the dominant group to say, “Why

should I be punished for things my ancestors did?” Since legalized

slavery has been gone for 150 years, Jim Crow segregation in the US

has been illegal for fifty years, and women have been able to vote

for nearly 100 years, isn’t the playing field level? In an article on

the myth of “reverse racism” Stanley Fish60 describes the absurdity

of mistreating groups of people throughout history, then deciding

to allow them equal opportunity.
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But blacks have not simply been treated unfairly; they have been

subjected first to decades of slavery, and then to decades of second-

class citizenship, widespread legalized discrimination, economic

deprivation, and cultural stigmatization. They have been bought,

sold, killed, beaten, raped, excluded, exploited, shamed, and scorned

for a very long time. The word “unfair” is hardly an adequate descrip-

tion of their experience, and the belated gift of “fairness” in the form

of a resolution no longer to discriminate against them legally is

hardly an adequate remedy for the deep disadvantages that the prior

discrimination has produced. When the deck is stacked against you

in more ways than you can even count, it is small consolation to hear

that you are now free to enter the game and take your chances.61

I agree with Fish that legacies of past discrimination necessitate

redress in the present. However, it is also my contention that

discrimination in the present is sufficient reason to support affirma-

tive action. A backward-looking framework helps people under-

stand how racism and sexism are systems of inequality – they

have been codified in our laws and are an integral part of our

institutions. The studies I have reviewed in this chapter, however,

suggest that there is prejudice today that can be ameliorated by

affirmative action. A presentist framing62 of the argument in favor of

affirmative action that exposes and responds to pervasive subtle bias

provides an independent and compelling case for affirmative

action, regardless of what happened in the past.

As I said in the Introduction to this book, biases are produced

by the current, ordinary workings of human brains – the schemas

they create, and the behaviors they produce. While this is true, the

targets of bias, the content of stereotypes of targets, and the effect of

prejudice directed at targets, are the result of tens or even hundreds

of years of systematic marginalization of some groups and the

unjustified privileging of others. The experiments I have reviewed

here allow us to see discrimination in the present. That bias is often

automatic, inconspicuous, and unconscious, presents a challenge

for the use of old-fashioned approaches designed to combat
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discrimination. Anti-discrimination legislation requires a showing

of explicit discrimination. A model that supposes that discrimin-

ation takes place explicitly espouses views that have become woe-

fully out of date.63

Systematic prejudice and the diversity-as-compelling-interest

argument

In addition to the argument for affirmative action as a remedy for past

discrimination,many scholars and activists argue in favor of affirmative

action on the basis of the benefits of increased diversity. The argument

is that diverse classrooms andwork settings are beneficial to all; that we

can all learn from people who are different from us. Affirmative action

would allow more diversity in the workplace and at colleges and

universities. After all, with the Internet and other technology, global

commerce, and global imperialism, individuals need to learn how to

understand and interact with people from diverse ethnic backgrounds,

nationalities, religions, sexual orientations, and social classes. Affirma-

tive action would allow entry into institutions previously closed to a

variety of people, thus making those institutions more diverse, benefit-

ing the dominant group.

The diversity argument is compelling, but, as TimWise64 details,

it is a dangerous argument to make for affirmative action. Arguing

in favor of affirmative action to increase diversity contains several

problematic assumptions. For instance, the diversity argument

suggests that an institution’s lack of diversity “just happened,” as

if by coincidence, rather than because of systematic institutional

discrimination and individual bias. The diversity argument also

implies that discrimination is a thing of the past and that diversity

is the only reason affirmative action is necessary. Also, making the

diversity argument a primary defense of affirmative action implies

that women and people of color are less qualified, but that colleges

and workplaces are nonetheless better off with them. And finally,
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the diversity argument supports the white male status quo. It

exoticizes those who are different from the norm. In effect, it allows

the dominant majority to say, “Let’s let a few of them play in our

game.” White, middle-class men will still remain the norm which,

with diversity arguments, lets minorities in for “local color.”65

While adding diversity to the workplace or the university certainly

has benefits, the advantages of diverse settings should not cloud the

real reason affirmative action is necessary: discrimination.

Deconstructing “reverse racism”: Looking at privilege

Finally, an examination of the affirmative action debate cannot

be complete without an examination of the role of privilege. In

Chapter 3 I talked about center-stealing, male privilege, and the

perceived threat of losing the center of societal attention.66 When

members of a privileged group imagine a threat, and when atten-

tion, even if temporary, turns away from them and towards

members of a marginalized group, the dominant group members

attempt to take back the spotlight to which they feel entitled. On

an institutional level, there have been many cynical attempts and

successes by affirmative action foes to undo the relatively brief

(in historical terms) and modest gestures that make up affirmative

action. California’s Proposition 209, a ballot initiative passed by the

voters in 1996, legally banned affirmative action. The proposition,

cynically called the “California Civil Rights Initiative,” dismantled

whole categories of anti-bias initiative in California.

As scholars and activists such as Christina Accomando67 point

out, attacks on affirmative action “are cloaked in the language

of neutrality and anti-discrimination.”68 Accomando continues,

“opponents of affirmative action do not say they oppose equality;

instead they deploy the language of equality that masks the

social inequalities that necessitate affirmative action policies.”69

Former California governor and one-time presidential candidate
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Pete Wilson, who helped lead the charge against affirmative action

in the state, describes affirmative action as “preferential treatment”

and those who benefit from it as members of “protected” and

“preferred groups” who are only “so-called underrepresented”

minorities.70 Wilson’s strategy, then, is to redefine affirmative

action as a violation of (white men’s) civil rights and the elimin-

ation of affirmative action as supporting equality and fairness. Like

many who are opposed to affirmative action, to make his topsy-

turvy point Wilson evokes the words of Abraham Lincoln, Thomas

Jefferson, and, of course, Martin Luther King, Jr. (who supported

affirmative action). Specifically, Wilson refers to King’s “I Have a

dream” speech, in which King dreams of an America where his

children will be judged by the content of their character and not by

the color of their skin. Cynical supporters of the status quo appro-

priate civil rights rhetoric, recode affirmative action as discrimin-

ation, misrepresent the status quo as bias-free, and paint proactive

measures such as affirmative action as a violation of civil rights

and equality.71 Affirmative action can only be seen as reverse

discrimination if the status quo is truly bias-free and women and

people of color have chances of gaining admission into the univer-

sity and the work place equal to those of white men.

Another strategy used by opponents of affirmative action is the

rhetoric of false parallelism. In Chapter 3, I described the process

whereby sexism can be downplayed by recoding sexism into a

“battle-of-the-sexes” competition. Re-framing sexism into a battle

between women and men undermines the fact that men are the

privileged beneficiaries of sexism and women are the victims of

it. Battle-of-the-sexes rhetoric reduces patriarchy and sexism to

a parallel misunderstanding between women and men, not the

systematic oppression of women. Here, in the affirmative action

debate, a similar process creates a false parallelism through the

notion that, historically, whites had it better than blacks, which

was called racism, but now, with affirmative action, blacks have it

318 • Benign Bigotry



better than whites, which is supposedly reverse racism. “Reverse

racism” can only exist if what happens to whites under affirmative

action is comparable to what happened to people of color historic-

ally and presently in the US. Obviously, the hundreds of years of

white oppression against people of color, which included exclusion

from academic institutions, involuntary servitude, denial of citizen-

ship rights, forced sterilization, internment, forced removal from

land, and genocide, are not comparable to any affirmative action

program.

In terms of individual feelings about affirmative action, many

whites and men come to perceive the prospect of actual equality as

a disadvantage because they are so accustomed to having privilege

that their privileged position feels normal. Because advantaged

group members fail to acknowledge the privileges they receive

based on their group membership, those who are experiencing a

loss of or perceived loss of privilege may view their changing fortunes

as discrimination. Men and whites, then, might employ discrimin-

ation explanations strategically as a means of improving how they

feel about the negative outcomes they do experience, or expect that

they might experience in the future. Attributing perceived or

infrequently encountered negative events to discrimination may

reflect attempts to protect self-esteem and to eliminate self-blame.

This may be more likely for men than for women because of men’s

greater sense of entitlement and their lower likelihood of encoun-

tering consistent and severe group-based discrimination. These

beliefs could be an anticipatory excuse for not doing well or may

be a self-protective way of explaining poor performance when

placed in competitive situations with women.72

There are reasons to suspect that some employers may be misus-

ing affirmative action in a way that perpetuates the fear that some

whites and men have about the extent to which affirmative action

affects them. I have a colleague who is a professor and scholar of

Latin American studies. She is a white woman. When she searched
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the job market for academic positions in ethnic studies and Latin

American studies departments, she was a very attractive candidate

because of her strong record of teaching, and research in her area of

specialization, Latin American studies. She had many interviews

across the country. During one such interview, she met with the

chair of the department. The chair told her that she was an excep-

tional candidate, but that the department needed to hire a Latina/o

for the position. She soon found out that, indeed, she did not get

the job. While my colleague was disappointed she understood the

desire to have a Latina/o scholar hold the position. She eventually

landed a position elsewhere. About a year after she interviewed for

the Latin American studies position, she attended an academic

conference in her area of specialization and had the opportunity

to meet the person who was hired for that position. Who was

hired for the position in Latin American studies? A white man.

Although there is no way of knowing why my colleague didn’t

get the position and why a white man, instead of a Latina/o, did,

I wonder whether the chair told my colleague that she was highly

qualified but they needed to hire a Latina/o simply to ease the

rejection of not getting the job. Affirmative action can be used

as an excuse for the numerous qualified applicants that do not

get hired.

Putting it all together

Reactive equal opportunity laws may be adequate in conditions in

which discrimination is overt and unabashed. However, because

most discrimination is underground and subtle, we need the pro-

active measures of affirmative action programs. In this chapter, we

saw that discrimination occurs at every level of the hiring process.

It also occurs in college admissions.73 In addition to the history of

elite colleges and universities barring women and people of color

from even applying, present practices such as legacy admissions,
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“development cases,” and athletic scholarships for upper-class

sports, serve to support the privileged.

In terms of employment, at every level of the application process

including the content of letters of recommendation, interviews, the

interpretation of applications, perceptions of competence, and

explanations of success and failure, subtle bias exists, preventing a

true measure of merit or quality from occurring. As I have outlined

here, from the very first stages of the application process, women

and people of color are disadvantaged.

Affirmative action is needed because of present discrimination.

While more diversity in communities and organizations is benefi-

cial, particularly to the dominant group who likely have less experi-

ence interacting with people different from themselves than do

people of color, we should be cautious about a diversity-only argu-

ment in favor of affirmative action. As Tim Wise74 points out, a

diversity-only argument for affirmative action implies that discri-

mination is a thing of the past and that people of color and women

are less qualified, but that an organization is benefited by including

them to add “local color.”

Strategies for change

Because affirmative action is a set of actual plans to reduce discrim-

ination, there are many strategies for change relevant to this issue.

The following strategies are more relevant to affirmative action

plans in the workplace than plans for college and university admis-

sions, although many of the suggestions can be applied to university

admissions as well. Certainly, one critical change in university

admissions is the ending of legacy admissions. Legacy admissions

are blatant violations of fairness and merit. They specifically repro-

duce white privilege, by securing the admissions of children from

privileged families. Oxford and Cambridge universities have both

ended this practice.75 Also, abolishing preference for donors is
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crucial to reducing preference for the privileged. Daniel Golden

argues for a firewall between the admissions office and the develop-

ment office to reduce potential conflicts of interest between admis-

sions and fund-raising offices.76

Affirmative action plans

In her book, “Why are all the Black Kids Sitting Together in the

Cafeteria?” Beverly Daniel Tatum77 distinguishes between goal-

oriented and process-oriented affirmative action plans. Process-

oriented programs focus on creating a fair application process, assum-

ing that fair process will produce a fair outcome. If a job opening is

advertised widely, and anyone who is interested has a chance to

apply, and if all applicants receive similar treatment during the

evaluation of resumes and interviews, then the process is presumed

to be fair. The search committee can truly choose the best candidate

believing that no discrimination has taken place. In this regard,

sometimes the best person will be a woman or a person of color,

sometimes it will be a white man. In theory, process-oriented plans

seem fair. They are certainly an improvement over word-of-mouth

recruiting. But while the process-oriented approach may protect

against blatant forms of discrimination, it will not protect against

the various manifestations of benign bigotry presented in this chap-

ter. Process-oriented programs time and again seem to find that the

“best” candidate is from the dominant group. A “fair” process and

even a diverse candidate pool do not necessarily produce a fair result

because benign bigotry will still make an appearance at the end of the

process. Recall Biernat and Kobrynowicz’s study finding that women

and people of color might be more likely to make an applicant pool

short-list but are less likely than white men to be hired.78

Therefore, Tatum suggests using a goal-oriented approach.

Goal-oriented affirmative action plans have the same open process

as process-oriented programs and entail identifying a pool of qualified
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candidates. Hiring an unqualified person is never the goal of any

affirmative action program, even if the hiring meets a “diversity

requirement.” Hiring unqualified minorities does neither the candi-

date nor the organization any good and defeats the aim of affirma-

tive action by perpetuating the stereotype that affirmative action

hires are less qualified than “real” hires. Once a qualified pool of

candidates is established, the committee chooses those who move

the organization closer to its diversity goals. According to Tatum,79

in a well-conceived and implemented affirmative action plan, the

first thing that should be done is to establish clear and meaningful

selection criteria. What skills does the person need to function

effectively in this environment? How will we assess whether the

candidates have these required skills? Will this be on the basis of

demonstrated past performance, scores on an appropriate test, the

demonstrated completion of certain educational requirements?

Once the criteria have been established, anyone who meets the

criteria is considered qualified. If one candidate meets the criteria

but also has some additional education or experience, it may be

tempting to say this candidate is the “best” and should be hired. But

if the candidates’ extra talents are not part of the qualification

criteria, those extra talents should not be considered. It’s just too

easy for search committee members to push ahead a white or male

candidate using the rationale that he has extra special qualifica-

tions. In reality, sometimes there is an implicit assumption that

those extra qualifications are whiteness or maleness. A tendency

I have witnessed while serving on search committees is for an

applicant from the dominant group being favored more than an

equally qualified person of color when search committee members

express vague concerns regarding the minority canditate such as

“I just don’t think she’s a good match for us,” or “He probably won’t be

happy here.” I suspect these comments reveal more about

the committee member’s discomfort with the applicant than they

do the applicant. One myth about affirmative action is that
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unqualified people are hired. A sound goal-oriented affirmative

action program will not do this.

Support at the top is crucial

Support for affirmative action by top management and university

administration is key for successful implementation. Management

and administrative personnel have a naturally disproportionate

impact on organizations because of their status as authorities. When

people are asked to adopt new attitudes, they first assess the credibil-

ity of the person who is promoting the adoption. Administrators and

top management of organizations should clearly articulate that

affirmative action is a fair policy that is rooted in egalitarian prin-

ciples. Avoiding discussion of affirmative action in the hope that

ignoring it will minimize resistance to it may backfire.80 Justifying

the use of an affirmative action plan can lead to more positive

evaluations but can backfire if the justification focuses solely on

under-representation of the target group. Affirmative action plans

tend to be more readily accepted when the argument of organiza-

tional diversity or employment discrimination is utilized, rather than

that of under-representation.81 Given the limitations of defending

affirmative action as it relates to increasing diversity, as I described

above, I suggest focusing on discrimination and making diversity

needs secondary. Also, affirmative action plans that are clearly

defined and articulated find more support than those that are

ill-defined or vague.82 When affirmative action plans are nebulous,

people assume that they involve quotas and preferences and are

therefore unfair. It is also worth noting that companies perceived

as progressive and fair have more productive, satisfied, and loyal

workers than do other companies.83 As we have seen in other

chapters such as Chapter 3, the degree of commitment to anti-bias

norms and the inevitability of the commitment and the changes that

go with the commitment are critical in prejudice reduction. Support
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for affirmative action in an organization should be unequivocal and

non-negotiable.

The way affirmative action is embraced by an organization can be

critical to the job satisfaction of people of color as well. In organiza-

tions in which affirmative action is willingly and positively pursued,

people of color have more commitment to the organization, more

job satisfaction, and more confidence in their performance, com-

pared to organizations with members who feel that affirmative

action was imposed on them.84

Institutions and supervisors should help everyone understand

that people hired under affirmative action are as qualified as others

in the organization.85 This task will probably involve convincing

people that prejudice, and subtle prejudice in particular, still exists.

Also, new employees, as well as the organization, should be made

aware of what employers see as their specific strengths. Were it

not for affirmative action, those abilities might well have gone

unnoticed. General comments about a person are less useful than

specific information about her abilities.86

Blind reviews

Some search committees use blind review of applications. While

this would not be relevant in a goal-oriented affirmative action plan

like the one described by Tatum, there might be circumstances

in which blind reviews would be useful. This strategy has worked

successfully with orchestra auditions, during which musicians sit

behind a curtain, and play without the judges knowing whether

or not they are women or men. Women who were previously shut

out of prestigious orchestras because of gender bias have been just

as likely to be chosen as men are. In their review of affirmative

action strategies, Jerry Kang and Mahzarin Banaji87 suggest the use

of a two-step process of blind reviews. In the first step, a candidate’s

identity is cloaked during the evaluation of “merit.” Once a

“Affirmative action is reverse racism” • 325



qualified pool of candidates is established, the veil can be lifted for

further evaluation of the applicant.

Increasing the number of women and people of color

in a candidate pool

This next suggestion cannot be carried out if blind reviews are

conducted. But there are many circumstances under which con-

ducting truly blind reviews would not be possible or practical.

For instance, membership in some organizations noted on a resume

may reveal a candidate’s ethnicity or gender. Studies have shown

that when women candidates make up only a small portion of an

applicant pool, their gender is salient – which makes them distinct-

ive and different from the male norm of “appropriate” applicant.

But when women constitute a substantial number of applicants,

their gender becomes less salient and they are more likely to be seen

as “applicant” and not “woman applicant.”88 The same process may

also occur regarding people of color. If women and people of color

make up a critical mass of the applicant pool, they will be less likely

to be seen as exceptions, or as distinct or deviant because of their

race and gender. Imagining a woman or person of color in the

position will then become easier for those making the hiring

decision.

Interviews

One review of the literature found that interviews produce more

biased outcomes than decisions made via the use of paper records.89

Awkwardness leads to worse interviews. For instance, while many

whites may feel that they can interview a person of color professio-

nally, and be free of bias, they may not realize the extent to which

their discomfort, anxiety or bias manifests in awkward inter-

actions.90 If interviews are conducted, they should be standardized

to make sure every applicant is asked the same questions.91
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Interviewers should be educated about equal opportunity employment

laws so they know what questions should and should not be asked.

Standardize and clarify performance criteria

When criteria used for hiring and performance evaluations are

unclear, informal (not written), or not directly related to specific

job performance, bias will creep into the evaluation process. Organ-

izations should have a clear and articulable set of performance

criteria that every employee or potential employee understands.

At the same time, people’s ideas of how to do a job are usually

influenced by earlier jobholders’ performance. Thus, it is tempting

to see the characteristics of a previous jobholder as the necessary

characteristics for good job performance, rather than seeing them as

one set of traits that help a person do the job well.92 Recognizing

that there is more than one way to do a job well will allow for

potential employees that may have not previously been on an

employers’ radar to get on it. Also, beware of stealth or bonus

qualifications that hide privilege. For instance, one candidate might

appear particularly appealing because she has traveled extensively.

If being well traveled is not part of the standardized performance

criteria, it should not be considered. The creation of explicit, valid

criteria can only help an organization and its applicants.

Role models and mentors

Some people think that having role models in the workplace is

important for women and people of color because it gives them

successful people to emulate, a goal to strive for. Others caution

against the use of role models because their presence can make

women and people of color feel inferior if they do not succeed to

the extent that the role model has. Thus, the challenge of role

models is that they tend to be exceptional individuals, who not only

work hard and are competent, but have also had unusual advantages

that most competent and hardworking people have not. If there is

“Affirmative action is reverse racism” • 327



only one person of color or one woman in a position of authority

and you are dissimilar to her, you have no reason to think that there

is room for you.93 Role models tend to require women and minor-

ities to be assimilationist, to suffer burdens not placed on whites and

men, and perpetuates a system-reinforcing meritocratic myth that if

you work hard, you can succeed, “just like me.”94

Virginia Valian argues that, instead of role models, people need

concrete suggestions about how to do their best work and how to

maximize the chances that their work will be recognized and

rewarded.95 Mentors can educate employees about the unwritten

norms and expectations of the department and organization, facili-

tate networking, nominate mentees for awards, and create collabor-

ations on assignments such as grants.96

Diversity training

In order to comply with anti-discrimination law and to avoid costly

lawsuits, many organizations conduct some kind of “diversity training”

with their employees. Employees might be required to attend a day-

long or hour-long workshop at required intervals, that reviews proper

hiring procedures, the organization’s affirmative action program,

definitions of workplace harassment, Americans with Disabilities

Act requirements, etc. While diversity training is probably helpful

in explaining laws and company policies, as well as in educating the

ignorant about blatant forms of discrimination, it is not likely to be

very useful in detecting and preventing the subtle forms of discrimin-

ation described in this chapter. Most people are not aware of the

extent to which their behavior and ideas are guided by their sche-

mas. Making the unconscious conscious is an important step in

ending discrimination, but it may not be accomplished through

traditional kinds of diversity training.97 Because benign bigotry is

subtle and hard to detect, typical one-time diversity training courses

and non-discrimination policies may do little to alleviate the exist-

ence of everyday discrimination in the workplace.98
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Conclusion

We have come to the end of a journey – a journey that has allowed

us to explore the world beneath the surfaces we see in our everyday

interactions. The analysis in this book has framed some ordinary,

often unconscious, “common-sense” assumptions as myths rather

than as pieces of wisdom whose correctness is self-evident.

Although it appears that we can make sense of the world around

us by applying common sense, what travels socially as “common

sense” is, in many instances, nothing more than misguided

assumptions – a combination of underlying misinformation, repeti-

tions of traditional biases, and prejudices. These shared, unexplored

assumptions about the world come from the status quo (and its

attendant distribution of power). These assumptions have the effect

of explaining our world and justifying its organization in terms of

race, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality systems of social inequality.

These assumptions produce the very myths we have explored in this

book. These myths feel harmless to many people if they believe

they are based on truths, rather than reflecting biases and bigotry.

The apparent fact that members of “minorities” seem to share some

of these beliefs does not constitute assent or agreement, nor does it

make these myths any more true. As Beverly Daniel Tatum says,
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we all breathe the smog of racism.1 On the contrary, what appears to

be consent is an illustration of the pervasiveness and effectiveness

of mystification and myth-making in the service of systems of power.

We explored six pervasive and pernicious myths, but this list is

not in any way an exhaustive accounting of the living myths that

organize and guide the culture wars waged against marginalized and

misrepresented people. We have directly challenged these claims

with empirical evidence derived from experimental research and

real-life social evidence. These sources of data allow us to turn these

“common-sense” assertions (the myths) into questions, and then to

go about answering them in systematic ways.

The first belief, that “those people all look alike” is based on

routine categorization, but status, power, and privilege determine

who is harmed by it. For while everyone is capable of seeing people

outside their own group as looking and acting alike, dominant

groups, such as whites, are more likely to think members of subor-

dinate groups look and act alike, than vice versa.2 The stereotypes

of the dominant group are more consequential than the stereotypes

of the subordinate group. As I stated in the Introduction to this

book, stereotypes control people3 but the consequences to those

with less power, such as people of color, can be disastrous. The

outgroup homogeneity effect affects how whites read anger into

the neutral faces of African American men, and surely plays a role

in the belief that black men are linked with criminality, discussed

at length in Chapter 2.

You can see how thinking categorically, in conjunction with

specific cultural stereotypes, can lead to the “they must be guilty

of something” assumption. The belief that those who have been

accused of a crime are probably guilty is a taken-for-granted assump-

tion rooted, in part, in people’s belief that the world is a just place.

The world feels like a more understandable and predictable place

if we believe that bad people get locked up and good people remain

free. In addition to one’s belief in a just world, the idea that
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some people (e.g. the poor and people of color) seem to matter less

than others, as we found in Chapter 1, contributes to the guilty-of-

something belief.

The United States is one of the few countries that practice state-

sponsored executions, sharing this distinction with China, Iran,

Pakistan, and Saudi Arabia. The procedure for drawing a “death-

qualified” jury adds yet another layer of bias stacked against the

defendant. Death-qualified jurors (those who are not opposed

to the death penalty and who agree to be willing to vote to execute

the defendant who has not even been proven guilty yet) tend to

be pro-prosecution, more punitive, and simply more likely to find

a defendant guilty than are jurors who have not been death quali-

fied.4 Death-qualified juries are even less likely to take the delibe-

ration process seriously, and are less accurate at remembering

evidence than are juries that are not death qualified.5 Given the

proof of bias in every stage of the criminal justice process, capital

punishment requires a confidence in one’s justice system that is

simply unwarranted in the United States. Regardless of one’s poli-

tical orientation, one’s opinion of the death penalty, and one’s view

of whether or not the world is a just place, no one wants an innocent

person to go to prison or the death chamber. In addition, every time

an innocent person is convicted, a guilty person is free to commit

more crimes. If we are truly concerned with public safety, minimizing

bias and respecting due process should be everyone’s goal.

Our discussion of feminism underpinned some major consider-

ations, including preconceptions (held by both women and men),

the operation of social schemas, and the failure to adequately

inspect some of the operating instructions, that inform our ordinary

day-to-day conduct. These particular myths actually stem from

misogyny and, as they remain active and unchallenged, contribute

to the subordination and marginalization of women across all

segments of society. In so doing, artificial barriers are created under

which the interests of men and the interests of women are
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positioned as incompatible and irreconcilable. We are led to

believe that feminism, insofar as it is a way of looking at the world

that advocates for social, economic, political, and legal equality for

women, actually somehow diminishes the quality of life and the

adequacy of regard and resources therefore available to men. We

have seen that nothing could be further from the truth.

Feminists are described by many in the mass media as angry6 and

anti-male.7 Yet there is no empirical evidence to suggest that

feminists’ attitudes toward men are more negative than those of

non-feminists. In fact one study finds that feminists reported lower

levels of hostility toward men than non-feminists.8 The work in the

area of ambivalent sexism and ambivalence toward men suggests

that women who adhere to traditional gender roles, those who are

unlikely to be feminists, may resent men’s power, while endorsing

the paternalistic chivalry of benevolent sexism.9

Feminists, like other non-traditional women, such as lesbians,

women athletes, and women leaders, are viewed negatively because

they transgress traditional expectations of women staying quiet and

“behaving themselves.” Feminists upset the status quo, and, as we

saw in Chapter 1, those who are against the status quo are viewed as

extremists, even when they are not.10 Part of the threat of feminism

is that feminists are more likely to see gender inequality as systemic,

not as a problem between individual women and men. So while

anti-feminist women might resent men, as we see with women’s

ambivalence toward men, feminists resent the unfairness of the

system of gender inequality. Some people mistake feminists’ fight

against patriarchy as a fight against individual men.

Finally, the whole enterprise of feminists-as-man-haters needs to

be deconstructed and dismantled. Women are not bashers, they are

more often bashees, the targets of men’s violence, or in the case of

lesbians, lesbian-baiting. Calling feminists “male-bashers” shifts the

focus from the systemic problem of men’s violence against women

to a focus on men who have gotten their feelings hurt by feminists
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and feminism. The feminist critique may be disconcerting to

men and some women. It might hurt their feelings, it might seem

unfair, and it might seem to disregard men’s good intentions.

This may make men feel uncomfortable but it’s not male-bashing.

Feminists are not critical of men simply for being men. The target

of feminist critique is sexism in a male-dominated society.

Beliefs about feminism and feminists are not the only supposed

threat to traditional heterosexuality. Lesbians and gay men are

thought to disrupt the heterosexual norm by being hypersexual.

In Chapter 4, the belief that homosexuals are conspicuous and

provocative about sex and sexuality in ways that heterosexuals are

not was explored. The research on illusory correlation finds that

those negative and stereotypical portrayals of lesbians and gay men

will be more memorable and meaningful to the viewer than nega-

tive portrayals of the heterosexual majority. People are also more

likely to remember schema-consistent information than schema-

inconsistent information. In other words, we are more likely to

remember things in line with our stereotypes and disregard what

we consider exceptions to our schematic rules. Furthermore,

heterosexuals tend to believe that they can identify lesbians and

gay men by the way they look. Without realizing that lesbians

and gay men who do not conform to stereotypes are missed from

the perceiver’s radar. The (inaccurate) belief that lesbians and gay

men can be spotted by how they look has important implications

for homosexuals and heterosexuals. This belief produces a tyranny

of gender role rigidity whereby anyone who does not conform to

gender roles – a man who acts or looks a bit too feminine, a woman

who acts or looks a bit too masculine – regardless of their actual

sexual orientation, can be a target of gay-baiting or gay-bashing.

Therefore, there is pressure for women and men to conform to

gender stereotypes both in the way they look and in the way they

act. Homophobia attempts to keep everyone, regardless of sexuality,

in their place.
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Declaring that homosexuals flaunt their sexuality is a declaration

of heterosexual privilege. The implication is that heterosexuals are

normal, that their romantic and sexual behavior is normal and

natural. As Allan Johnson notes,11 heterosexual privilege means

that heterosexual people do not get reduced to a single aspect of

their lives: who they are intimate with. In contrast, lesbians’, gay

men’s, and bisexuals’ openness about their sexuality is akin to

flaunting it. From a heterosexual perspective, as evidenced by

judges who view acknowledging one’s sexuality as a gay person as

dangerous to children, or the firefighters12 who are accepting of gay

firefighters as long as the topic never comes up in a conversation,

openness equals flaunting. Imagine what it would be like to ask

heterosexuals in the work place, whether it be an office, or fire

station, to never mention any aspect of their sexuality – no discus-

sion of dating, weddings, bachelor parties, vacations, sexual inter-

course, what they did over the weekend, nothing.

As we have seen throughout this book, race and ethnicity play a

significant role in how people interact with others. In an era when

prejudice is frowned upon but still exists, there is pressure to appear

unprejudiced. Many whites want to not notice race, or at least, not

to appear to notice race.13 Colorblindness, the subject of Chapter 5,

is an attractive ideal: if a person does not see race, how can she be a

racist? White people who think that they do not see color may

believe their interactions with people of color are seamless, when,

in fact, they may be awkward.14 Thus, one problem with color-

blindness at the individual level is that people are in fact not

colorblind, they do notice race and they treat people differently

depending on race. A self-perception of colorblindness is linked to a

variety of attitudes centered on a lack of empathy. Posed as a goal

for racial equality, the idea of colorblindness reflects and creates a

complex and problematic view of racial equality. Belief in color-

blindness protects whites from realizing that they benefit from

racism. Many writers and politicians who endorse colorblindness
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are political conservatives15 who argue in favor of racial color-

blindness as part of an anti-affirmative action position. By 1980,

the colorblind position had become part of the US Republican

party platform.16

A major problem with the colorblind position, particularly in

politics and mass media, is that as long as race is hidden from

consciousness, the dominant racial and ethnic group can maintain

the illusion that they are not responsible for the state of race

relations because they do not knowingly engage in racist behavior,

and even consider talking about race off limits. Colorblindness is

problematic on a social level in terms of ethnic relations. When the

colorblind approach has been compared to a multicultural approach

to improving ethnic relations, the multicultural approach proves to

be more effective.17 Because of power differences between groups,

colorblindness in society uses “whiteness” as the imagined norm by

“whiting” out differences and perpetuating the belief of sameness.

The denial of power imbalance, unearned privilege and racist

domination are couched in the rhetoric of equal treatment and

equal opportunity.18 White individuals may have no awareness of

their privileged status even as they protect their interests. While

whites will acknowledge that disparities in education or other

realms exist, they are more likely to attribute these to a lack of

ambition and effort on the part of minorities than to structural

favoritism toward whites that has been built into US institutions

for generations.19 Colorblind racism forms an invisible yet impre-

gnable ideological wall that shields whites from America’s racial

reality.20

More cynical uses of colorblindness have included shutting down

any discussion that race and ethnicity matter. In the current color-

blind political era, those in the public arena who write about the

realities of race and racism are the ones accused of fostering racial

divisions.21 By regarding race-related matters as non-racial, natural,

or being rooted in personal choices, whites deem proposals to
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remedy racial inequality as illogical, undemocratic, and “racist,”

in reverse.22

Affirmative action is one of the most controversial political

issues in the United States. To some extent the argument against

affirmative action rests on a colorblind premise: we must be color-

blind, and if we can be truly colorblind, affirmative action pro-

grams are unnecessary. After a review of people’s attempts to be

colorblind, as well as colorblind approaches to prejudice reduction,

it seems clear that racial colorblindness cannot bolster the anti-

affirmative action argument. Reactive equal opportunity laws may

be adequate in conditions in which discrimination is overt and

unabashed. However, because most discrimination is underground

and subtle, we need the proactive measures of affirmative action

programs. In Chapter 6, we saw that discrimination occurs at every

level of the hiring process.

Anti-affirmative action activists re-frame affirmative action as

discrimination as if the status quo is bias free and the playing field

is level. Subsequently, the narrative of affirmative action is that it is

reverse discrimination.

Each chapter ended with strategies for change specific to the

issues described in the chapter. Most of the strategies described

have been empirically investigated for their efficacy. One of the

most thoroughly researched strategies is the contact hypothesis des-

cribed in Chapters 1, 4, and 5. The jigsaw technique (discussed in

Chapters 1 and 3) for fostering cooperation and interdependence

in classrooms is one type of contact between groups that has shown

promise. The jigsaw technique has also been shown to increase

empathy between groups. Inducing empathy through other techni-

ques is discussed in Chapters 1 and 5. The development of complex

identities was discussed in Chapter 1. Studies have shown that a

person with a complex social identity – an identity based on more

than one role – tends to feel more commonalities with more people

than a person who focuses on only one identity. Viewing outgroup

342 • Benign Bigotry



members with more complexity is related to prejudice reduction as

well. The role of decategorization and salient categorization is discussed

in Chapter 5. Attempts at controlling one’s stereotyped cognitions,

stereotype suppression, have produced mixed results, as discussed

in Chapters 1, 4, and 5. Values confrontation, when people are

confronted with behaving in ways inconsistent with the way they

view themselves, has shown some promise for those who are low in

prejudice. Values confrontation is discussed in Chapter 5. Cognitive

dissonance is discussed in Chapter 4. Cognitive dissonance plays a

role in prejudice reduction and relates to the contact hypothesis

and values confrontation. For instance, working closely with some-

one for whom you have prejudiced attitudes can produce disson-

ance: if this person is so repugnant, why do I have contact with him?

Dissonance reduction entails adjusting one’s attitudes to be consis-

tent with one’s behavior. And, in some cases, teaching young people

about discrimination shows promise in bolstering their resistance

to it (Chapters 3 and 5).

Beyond the exposure and analysis of each of the myths I have

outlined specific strategies narrowly tailored to the topic. For

instance, Chapter 2, describes approaches for reducing bias during

police investigations, the importance of video recording interro-

gations, the risk of presenting false evidence or offers of leniency to

false confessions, and the biases inherent in the death qualification

process. In Chapter 3, the influence of women’s studies and gender

studies courses on people’s attitudes about women and men shows

promise. Suggestions and individual strategies to reduce bias in

employment are offered in Chapter 6, including blind reviews,

standardizing interviews, and clarifying performance criteria.

We have examined in this book relationships that are fundamen-

tally political. In this sense, “political” refers not to contests or

parties or elections. Rather, in our exposition, the idea of the poli-

tical relies on a willingness to see, expose, and challenge the un-

equal distribution of power in our social lives. As we have seen,
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this power is expressed in benign bigotry: the small, daily, and

personal ways and in large, society-level ways. In order to under-

stand the operation of power, it is necessary to take a hard, cold,

and clear-eyed look at the automatic assumptions that inform our

thoughts, actions, and reactions to the behavior of those around us.

One crucial discovery we have made together is that our lives are

informed and scripted by cultural myths. Many myths masquerade

as truth in our world, and many myths travel in the guise of

principle, ideology, or folk wisdom. Most of these myths are fairly

easily debunked with a cursory review of the historical record and

a willingness to challenge cherished fairy tales. Some myths are

more intractable and resist argument, evidence, and even appar-

ently good intentions. We can now understand, as a result of our

work with this book that conventional wisdom and common sense

are frequently agents of social subordination, instruments of main-

taining a power distribution we would not endorse if asked to. We

now have a clearer understanding of the existence of everyday,

benign, bigotry.

In these final pages, I address the reader directly. As I said at the

beginning of this final chapter, this book has taken us on a journey

of exploration of the world beneath the surfaces we see everyday.

This journey might have involved introspection, during which you

have made some excursions into your own unexplored thoughts,

motives, and rationales for your own conduct and the behavior

of others around you. This journey may have produced a range of

feelings in you, including defensiveness, frustration, anger, embar-

rassment, guilt, and shame. This book is designed finally to combat

such feelings and replace them instead with energy and equipment

necessary to fight prejudice and promote social justice from the

most ordinary and mundane kinds of social interactions to the

largest levels of social policy and legislation.

With the insights gained from this book, we can no longer simply

be observers watching (or failing to notice) injustices from the
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sidelines. You can never again say that you have not been told.

Recognizing our shared responsibilities and our shared roles in

seeing and undoing bigotry – at every level – sometimes feels

overwhelming. But we will not end oppression by pretending it

isn’t there. And we, collectively, will never end oppression by

abdicating our individual responsibility to take action and to voice

objections to these ordinary forms of bigotry. Dominant groups

tend to not see the trouble of bigotry as their trouble, which means

they do not feel obliged to do something about it. Whether you are

a member of a dominant group or subordinate group, this is your

trouble. Although it is true that disadvantaged groups take the

brunt of the problem of bigotry, privileged groups are also affected

by it, partly because misery visited on others comes back to haunt

those who benefit from it, especially in the form of defensiveness

and fear.23 Derald Sue24 describes bigotry as a clamp on one’s mind,

distorting one’s perception of reality. In maintaining one’s schemas,

one’s perceptual accuracy is diminished. The harm to subordinate

groups actually diminishes dominant group members’ humanity

because they lose sensitivity to hurting others. Stereotyping nearly

always involves the loss of the ability to empathize. Bigotry is bad

for those who engage in it because they misperceive themselves as

superior thereby engaging in elaborate self-deception.

We might think that we do not individually have the power to

make change. But it might be more about our reluctance to use our

power.25 This reluctance to acknowledge and use power comes up

in the simplest everyday situations, as when co-workers laugh at a

homophobic joke and you have to decide whether or not to laugh as

well, say nothing, or publically object. We know how uncomfort-

able this can make the group feel and how they may fight off their

discomfort by dismissing, excluding, or even attacking us as bearers

of this kind of social bad news of taking exception to such humor.

Sometimes we think that it doesn’t matter that we are silent in
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situations like this. If you think what you do doesn’t matter, watch

how people react to the slight departures from established paths

and how much effort they expend trying to ignore or explain away

or challenge those who choose alternative paths. Breaking silence is

important for dominant groups because it undermines the assump-

tion of solidarity that privilege depends on.26

Fear and guilt often accompany changing our behavior. While

fear and guilt are legitimate emotions, they do nothing for subor-

dinate groups. Some people fear the discomfort and disruption that

sometimes results from raising difficult issues. Loss of privilege

remains a deeply held fear. Once we recognize the unearned and

extremely beneficial privileges that accrue to us as a result of our

sexuality, our gender, our race, our religion, our class, it becomes

momentarily frightening to face relinquishing some of that privi-

lege. If we fight against privilege and oppression, we may be afraid

of being seen as divisive. Frightening, at least, until we remember

the world of inequality, deprivation, hate crimes, and mutual alien-

ation we nourish through our silence and inaction.

Prejudice and bigotry produce some of the most vicious indivi-

dual and collective behaviors that human beings can enact. But, at

the base of it all, they are really just habits of thought and habits

of association. They are habits that are so often repeated and

reinforced and seemingly shared that they begin to appear to be

natural and correct. But as habits, they can be identified, they can

be undone, and they can be replaced by other habits that we mean

to have, that are the result of deliberate thought and intention.

We all share a social responsibility, a moral obligation to seek out

evidence, to challenge our own assumptions, to attempt to under-

stand the social world as it is and not as a projection of what we

wish or fear it were. Only through this fierce, courageous and

informed process can we then begin to imagine the world as we

want it to be, and only then can we be part of making it so.
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