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W
hat causes prejudice and dis-
crimination? Why do some peo-
ple regard members of other 
groups with contempt, hostility, 

and even hatred? Why do people sometimes 
exclude, fear, and attack outsiders? What 
is the source of these negative attitudes 
and behaviors? American social scientists 
have been pursuing these issues for many 
decades, and we will explore their conclu-
sions in this chapter.

Prejudice (as you learned in Chapter 1) is 
the tendency of individuals to think and feel in 
negative ways about members of other groups. 
Discrimination, on the other hand, is actual, overt, 
individual behavior. Although these concepts 
are obviously related, they do not always occur 
together or have a causal relationship. Exhibit 3.1 
presents four possible combinations of prejudice 

and discrimination in individuals. In two cases, the 
relationship between prejudice and discrimina-
tion is consistent. The “all-weather liberal” is not 
prejudiced and does not discriminate, whereas 
the “all-weather bigot” is prejudiced and does 
discriminate. The other two combinations, how-
ever, are inconsistent. The “fair-weather liberal” 
discriminates without prejudice, whereas the 
“timid bigot” is prejudiced but does not discrimi-
nate. These inconsistencies between attitudes 
and behavior are not uncommon and may be 
caused by a variety of social pressures, includ-
ing the desire to conform to the expectations of 
others. They illustrate the fact that prejudice and 
discrimination can be independent of each other. 
Most of the material in this chapter is focused 
more on prejudice than on discrimination, but we 
will address the relationship between the two con-
cepts on several occasions.
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American social scientists of all disciplines have made prejudice a primary concern and have 
produced literally thousands of articles and books on the topic. They have approached the 
subject from a variety of theoretical perspectives and have asked many different questions. One 
firm conclusion that has emerged is that prejudice is not a single, unitary phenomenon. It has 
a variety of possible causes (some more psychological and individual, others more sociological 
and cultural) and can present itself in a variety of forms (some blatant and vicious, others subtle 

Prejudice and 

discrimination can be 

subtle and discrete or 

open, dramatic, and 

violent.
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Four Relationships Between Prejudice and Discrimination in Individuals

Source: Adapted from Merton (1968).

Does Not Discriminate Does Discriminate

unprejudiced unprejudiced nondiscriminator  
(all-weather liberal)

unprejudiced discriminator  
(fair-weather liberal)

prejudiced prejudiced nondiscriminator  
(timid bigot)

prejudiced discriminator  
(all-weather bigot)

Exhibit 3.1

Photo 3.1
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