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1. Introduction to Attitudes toward Blacks: Definition and Historical Context

Attitudes toward Blacks represent a complex and deeply rooted area of psychological inquiry,
encompassing the evaluations, beliefs, and behavioral predispositions held by individuals and
groups concerning people identified as Black or of African descent. These attitudes are not
monolithic; they range across a spectrum from explicit, overt hostility to subtle, implicit biases,
significantly shaping social interactions, institutional practices, and overall societal structure.
Historically, these attitudes have been inextricably linked to systems of power, particularly the
legacies of slavery, segregation, and colonialism, which institutionalized racial hierarchy and
justified discrimination. Understanding the psychological mechanisms underlying these attitudes
requires acknowledging this profound historical context, recognizing that contemporary
expressions of prejudice are often echoes of past structural inequalities, making the study of racial
attitudes central to understanding modern social dynamics.

The study of racial attitudes gained prominence in social psychology, particularly following the Civil
Rights Movement, driven by the imperative to understand and mitigate prejudice and
discrimination. Early research often focused on defining prejudice as a generalized negative feeling
or evaluation based solely on group membership, often characterized by hostile feelings and
irrational generalizations. However, modern research recognizes that attitudes toward Blacks
involve intricate cognitive structures--specifically stereotypes and schemas--as well as strong
affective components (emotions like fear, disgust, or discomfort) and behavioral intentions (such as
avoidance or support for discriminatory policies). Therefore, a comprehensive understanding
requires examining the interplay among these three components: cognition, affect, and behavior,
recognizing that shifts in one component often necessitate changes in the others.

In the context of American and global history, attitudes toward Blacks have served as crucial
mechanisms for maintaining socio-economic stratification. During the era of chattel slavery,
attitudes were characterized by dehumanization and the belief in inherent racial inferiority, a
system often termed "old-fashioned" or traditional racism. Following the abolition of legal slavery
and the dismantling of Jim Crow laws, the overt expression of these negative attitudes became
socially unacceptable in many mainstream contexts due to changing social norms and legislation.
This societal shift did not eliminate the prejudice but rather forced it underground, necessitating the
development of sophisticated psychological models to capture these evolving, often concealed,
forms of bias. This transformation underscores the dynamic nature of racial attitudes, which
constantly adapt to prevailing social norms and legal landscapes while retaining their
discriminatory function and impact on social inequality.

2. The Evolution of Racial Prejudice: From Traditional to Modern Racism

Traditional racism, prevalent prior to the mid-20th century, was characterized by the explicit
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endorsement of segregation, the belief in the biological inferiority of Black people, and open
opposition to racial equality and integration. Measures of traditional racism included scales that
directly asked respondents about their willingness to interact with Black individuals in intimate
settings or their belief in inherent differences in intelligence or moral character based on race. This
form of prejudice was socially sanctioned and widely institutionalized, making its measurement
relatively straightforward, though often subject to some degree of social desirability bias even in
its heyday. The subsequent decline of this overt form of prejudice, driven by legal reforms and
changing social norms following the Civil Rights era, marked a significant turning point in the study
of racial attitudes, prompting researchers to seek new frameworks to explain persistent inequality.

The emergence of "modern racism," sometimes termed "symbolic racism" or "racial resentment,”
recognized that prejudice had become far more subtle and indirect, often cloaked in non-racial
language. Modern racism is defined not by overt hostility or biological claims of inferiority, but
primarily by the denial of continuing discrimination, the belief that Black people are pushing too
hard or too fast for equality, and the conviction that disadvantages faced by Black communities
result from a lack of effort or moral failure rather than systemic barriers. This cognitive shift allows
individuals to maintain negative attitudes while simultaneously viewing themselves as non-
prejudiced, adhering to abstract egalitarian principles on the surface while opposing concrete
measures designed to achieve equity. These attitudes often manifest in opposition to race-targeted
policies, such as affirmative action or targeted social welfare programs, framed through the
language of individualism and meritocracy.

The transition from traditional to modern forms of prejudice highlights a critical psychological
phenomenon: the need for individuals in societies that value equality to rationalize their opposition
to racial equity or their underlying discomfort around minority groups. Modern racism provides this
rationalization by relocating the source of inequality from institutional structures to the perceived
moral or cultural failings of the minority group itself, thereby protecting the individual's self-image
as fair-minded. This framework is highly consequential because it permits widespread support for
policies that perpetuate inequality without requiring the individual to acknowledge or confront their
own underlying racial biases. Therefore, assessing modern racial attitudes requires instruments
that tap into these symbolic beliefs about group values and political ideology rather than relying
solely on measures of overt hostility, providing a more accurate measure of contemporary
prejudice.

3. Theoretical Frameworks: Aversive Racism and Ambivalence

Aversive racism is a theoretical framework developed to describe the attitudes of individuals who
sincerely endorse egalitarian values and explicitly believe themselves to be non-prejudiced, yet
simultaneously harbor negative feelings or discomfort toward Black individuals, often rooted in
deeply ingrained cultural stereotypes. Unlike modern racists who rationalize their opposition to
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equality, aversive racists experience a genuine and often painful conflict between their conscious,
explicit beliefs (egalitarianism) and their unconscious, implicit biases (negative affect). This internal
conflict leads to avoidance rather than overt hostility, as the individual seeks to minimize contact
that might trigger their negative implicit reactions or expose their bias. When clear, non-racial
justifications for negative behavior are available, aversive racists are likely to discriminate, but
they will strive to avoid discrimination in situations where their behavior could be clearly attributed
to racial prejudice.

The behavioral manifestation of aversive racism is typically characterized by subtle forms of
discrimination, such as shorter interviews, less eye contact, greater physical distance, or
differential helping behavior, particularly in ambiguous situations where the norm for behavior is
unclear. For instance, an aversive racist might be equally likely to help a Black or White person in a
clear, undeniable emergency, but significantly less likely to help a Black person when the situation
is ambiguous and they can rationalize their inaction based on non-racial factors, such as "it wasn't
my responsibility.” This subtlety makes aversive racism particularly insidious in institutional
settings, such as hiring or academic evaluations, as the discriminatory actions are difficult to prove,
often occur beneath the level of conscious intent, and are easily excused by the perpetrator.
Furthermore, aversive racists often experience genuine distress and denial when confronted with
evidence of their own bias, reinforcing the idea that their prejudice is unconscious and ego-
defensive.

Another crucial framework is racial ambivalence, which posits that majority group members often
hold both positive and negative attitudes toward Black individuals simultaneously, reflecting the
duality of cultural messages regarding race. The positive component stems from genuine
adherence to ideals of fairness, compassion, and American values of achievement, often
reinforced by cultural narratives of exceptionalism and equality. The negative component arises
from traditional negative stereotypes or perceived threats to group status and economic resources.
This ambivalence creates psychological tension, and when an individual encounters a Black
person, the specific context and activated stereotype determine which attitude component
surfaces. If the interaction reinforces positive stereotypes (e.g., professionalism), the response
may be overly positive or patronizing; if it reinforces negative stereotypes (e.g., perceived
criminality or dependence), the response may be overtly hostile or avoidant. This framework helps
explain the often-inconsistent and sometimes exaggerated reactions observed in interracial
interactions, where initial warmth can quickly turn to coldness or avoidance.

4. Measurement Challenges and Techniques

Measuring attitudes toward Blacks presents significant methodological challenges, primarily due to
the pervasive influence of social desirability bias. Since the mid-20th century, expressing explicit
prejudice has become highly stigmatized, leading respondents to consciously or unconsciously edit
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their responses on self-report measures to align with socially acceptable egalitarian norms. This
necessity has driven the development of indirect and sophisticated measurement techniques
designed to bypass conscious control and tap into implicit cognitive associations and deeply held
beliefs. Consequently, contemporary research relies heavily on a combination of explicit and
implicit measures to gain a comprehensive, multi-faceted view of racial attitudes, acknowledging
that no single measure captures the full complexity of the phenomenon.

Explicit measures, such as the Modern Racism Scale, the Racial Resentment Scale, or feeling
thermometers, rely on self-report and are highly effective at measuring conscious, symbolic beliefs
about racial groups and policy preferences. While subject to social desirability, these measures
remain valuable for predicting intentional, controlled behaviors, such as voting patterns or overt
support for political policies. Researchers often employ subtle phrasing or veiled questions within
these explicit measures to make the racial content less obvious, thereby reducing the likelihood of
conscious distortion. However, the inherent limitation of explicit measures is their inability to
capture the deeply ingrained, automatic biases that often dictate nonverbal behavior, emotional
responses, and snap judgments made under time pressure, which are crucial components of
subtle discrimination.

Implicit measures are specifically designed to assess automatic associations between the target
group (Black individuals) and evaluative concepts (good/bad, positive/negative) without requiring
conscious input. The most widely utilized tool is the Implicit Association Test (IAT), which
measures the strength of automatic associations by comparing reaction times when pairing Black
faces with positive words versus negative words, and vice versa. Faster reaction times when
associating Black faces with negative concepts (and White faces with positive concepts) are
interpreted as evidence of stronger implicit bias. Other implicit techniques include Affective Priming
tasks, where exposure to a racial cue influences subsequent judgments, and physiological
measures (e.g., fMRI, skin conductance response) that record automatic emotional responses to
racial stimuli, providing critical insights into the non-conscious components of racial attitudes that
influence behavior in subtle yet powerful and uncontrolled ways.

5. Cognitive and Affective Components of Racial Attitudes

Attitudes toward Blacks are sustained and expressed through the continuous interplay of cognitive
structures, primarily stereotypes, and powerful affective responses, or emotions. Stereotypes are
generalized beliefs about the characteristics, attributes, and behaviors of members of the group,
serving as mental shortcuts that simplify social perception. While stereotypes can sometimes
include seemingly positive attributes (e.g., musicality), they typically function to simplify complex
social reality and justify existing social hierarchies, often leading to detrimental outcomes. Common
negative stereotypes concerning Black people often involve associations with criminality, low
intelligence, or hostility, particularly in media portrayals. These cognitive schemas are highly
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resistant to change and significantly influence how ambiguous information about an individual is
processed, often leading to confirmation bias, where stereotype-consistent information is
prioritized and inconsistent information is ignored or reinterpreted to fit the existing schema.

The affective component--the emotional reaction elicited by the group--is often a more powerful
predictor of avoidance and discrimination than the cognitive component alone. Emotions directed
toward Black individuals can range from anxiety, fear, and discomfort to moral disgust or subtle
resentment. Interracial anxiety, the feeling of nervousness or apprehension about interacting with a
member of a different racial group, is a common affective response among non-Black individuals,
particularly those high in aversive racism. This anxiety often leads to avoidance of interactions,
which in turn prevents opportunities for stereotype disconfirmation, thus perpetuating the
negative attitude cycle. Research has shown that even slight feelings of discomfort can lead to
nonverbal behaviors that signal rejection, such as reduced eye contact or increased blinking,
negatively impacting the quality of the interaction for both parties and confirming negative
expectations on the part of the Black individual.

Beyond simple positive or negative affect, the Stereotype Content Model (SCM) provides a
framework for understanding the nuances of group evaluations, proposing that groups are
generally judged along two primary dimensions: warmth (friendliness, trustworthiness) and
competence (skill, capability). Attitudes toward Black individuals often vary based on subgroup
categorization; for example, successful or middle-class Black individuals might be rated high on
competence but moderate on warmth, eliciting complex emotional responses such as envy or
subtle resentment, which are often masked by overt politeness. Conversely, attitudes toward poor
or marginalized Black individuals might be characterized by low scores on both competence and
warmth, often eliciting feelings of contempt or pity, which are powerful emotions that justify social
exclusion, neglect, and lack of support for social welfare programs, maintaining the status quo.

6. Implicit Bias and its Impact

Implicit bias refers to the attitudes or stereotypes that affect our understanding, actions, and
decisions in an unconscious, automatic manner. These biases are pervasive, often contradictory to
stated explicit beliefs, and are acquired through repeated exposure to cultural messaging, media
portrayals, and societal norms that reinforce differential associations between race and attributes
(e.g., Blackness and threat, Whiteness and safety). Because implicit biases operate outside of
conscious awareness and control, they are particularly difficult to mitigate through simple
willpower, yet they exert a powerful influence on high-stakes, time-sensitive decisions where
controlled processing is difficult, such as in policing or emergency medical care.

The impact of implicit bias on attitudes toward Blacks is profound across numerous domains,
including hiring, healthcare, and criminal justice. In hiring scenarios, implicit bias can manifest as
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favoring a White candidate over an equally qualified Black candidate through subtle mechanisms,
such as recalling more positive attributes of the former or perceiving the latter as less 'fitting' the
organizational culture, even when objective qualifications are identical. In the criminal justice
system, implicit associations between Blackness and threat contribute significantly to racial
disparities in policing decisions, such as the speed and frequency with which officers perceive
weapons, decide to stop individuals, or determine to use force, often with lethal consequences.
Studies using simulated shoot/don't shoot paradigms consistently demonstrate that participants,
regardless of their explicit beliefs, are faster to shoot unarmed Black targets than unarmed White
targets, illustrating the automatic nature of the bias.

Mitigating implicit bias involves strategies that move beyond mere conscious intention to be non-
prejudiced. Effective interventions focus on increasing awareness of one's own biases, engaging in
counter-stereotypical imagery (intentionally focusing on positive examples of Black individuals in
diverse roles), and establishing structured decision-making processes that reduce ambiguity and
reliance on automatic, intuitive judgments. For instance, requiring specific, objective criteria for
performance reviews or hiring decisions significantly reduces the room for bias to influence
outcomes. While implicit biases are highly resistant to permanent erasure, consistent application of
debiasing strategies and the implementation of institutional safeguards (such as blind review
processes) can significantly reduce the translation of implicit attitudes into discriminatory
behaviors, emphasizing the need for both individual cognitive restructuring and systemic
intervention.

7. Socio-Political Factors Influencing Racial Attitudes

Attitudes toward Blacks are deeply embedded within the larger socio-political landscape,
influenced by powerful contextual factors such as political ideology, economic conditions, and
media representation. Political conservatism is often correlated with higher levels of modern and
symbolic racism, as conservative ideologies tend to emphasize individualism, personal
responsibility, and resistance to government intervention aimed at addressing systemic inequality.
These ideologies provide a convenient framework for interpreting racial disparities as the result of
individual or cultural failings rather than historical disadvantage, thereby justifying opposition to
policies like affirmative action or targeted social programs which are often perceived as unfairly
benefiting minority groups at the expense of the majority.

Economic factors, particularly perceived economic threat and competition for resources, frequently
exacerbate negative racial attitudes. Realistic Group Conflict Theory posits that prejudice arises
when groups compete for limited resources (jobs, housing, educational opportunities). When the
majority group perceives that its economic stability or social status is threatened by the upward
mobility or presence of the minority group, negative attitudes and hostility tend to increase. This
phenomenon is often exploited during times of economic downturn or rapid demographic change,
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where political rhetoric frames Black individuals as competitors or recipients of undeserved
benefits, intensifying racial resentment and fueling opposition to immigration or integration efforts.

Furthermore, media representation plays a crucial and often insidious role in shaping and
reinforcing racial attitudes by selectively portraying racial groups. Negative and stereotypical media
depictions of Black individuals--particularly those emphasizing criminality, poverty, or aggression--
contribute significantly to the maintenance of implicit biases and symbolic racism by making these
associations cognitively accessible and culturally normative. Conversely, positive or complex
portrayals, while less frequent, have the potential to disrupt existing stereotypes and foster greater
empathy and understanding by highlighting common humanity. The cumulative effect of media
exposure shapes the cultural narrative surrounding race, influencing not only individual attitudes
but also the perceived legitimacy of institutional practices, highlighting the necessity of critically
analyzing the sources of information shaping public opinion and policy support.

8. Consequences and Contemporary Manifestations

The consequences of pervasive negative and ambivalent attitudes toward Blacks are far-reaching,
manifesting as systemic disparities across virtually every major societal domain, including
education, housing, employment, and health outcomes. Attitude-driven discrimination creates
cumulative disadvantage, where multiple instances of bias--from being denied a loan to receiving
harsher academic discipline--compound over time, resulting in significant gaps in wealth,
opportunity, and well-being between racial groups. These systemic effects underscore that racial
attitudes are not merely benign individual preferences but powerful social forces that maintain
entrenched inequality and limit the full participation of Black individuals in society, perpetuating
cycles of poverty and marginalization.

Contemporary manifestations of attitudes toward Blacks often revolve around issues of political
polarization and identity. The rise of sophisticated communication technologies has allowed for the
rapid spread of racially charged narratives and the mobilization of groups holding explicit white
supremacist views, even as mainstream society continues to condemn overt prejudice.
Simultaneously, subtle forms of bias persist in professional and academic settings, often disguised
as objective criteria or culture fit, making them difficult to challenge without robust evidence of
disparate impact. Understanding the contemporary landscape requires focusing on how
microaggressions--brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, or environmental indignities,
whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial slights
and insults--reflect underlying negative attitudes and create a cumulative hostile environment for
Black individuals.

Ultimately, the study of attitudes toward Blacks remains essential for diagnosing and addressing
societal inequality. While explicit attitudes have generally improved over the past century, the
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persistence of implicit biases, aversive racism, and symbolic prejudice demonstrates that achieving
true racial equity requires more than legal equality; it necessitates a fundamental transformation of
cognitive and affective structures within individuals and institutions. Future research must continue
to explore effective intervention strategies, the interplay between racial identity and attitude
formation, and the specific mechanisms through which subtle biases translate into large-scale
systemic harm, thereby informing efforts to build a truly inclusive and equitable society where
opportunities are not constrained by racial attitudes.
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