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CHAPTER 2

1. In the spring of 1986, when I was a professor of psychology at the University of Washington in Seattle, the University of Michigan offered me a job.  The job had two parts.  The first part was to be a social psychologist just as I had been at the University of Washington. I was gratified. The University of Michigan has one of the nation’s leading graduate programs in social psychology. The second part was to direct an academic support program for minority students. I was attracted to this too. An interest in the psychological issues surrounding the education of minority students had, in part, steered me into social psychology. But I worried. How would the “real-time” duties of running a student program affect my research? I visited the program twice to find out. 

My second visit to Ann Arbor, toward the end of a steamy hot July, when the sidewalks radiated heat, was decisive.  I could see how big the program was. It served the advising, tutoring, and financial management needs of over 400 students, and it did so within a large bureaucracy--the kind of bureaucracy that it takes to run a university of 36 thousand students. 

I also felt I was seeing a core American struggle: an institution trying to integrate itself, racially, ethnically, class-wise. The program staff and faculty had a mission.  They were helping students from underrepresented backgrounds be effective on a demanding campus, a campus that, for example, had been racially integrated, to any meaningful degree, for only 20 or so years of its 170 year history. I knew quickly on this second visit that I wouldn’t take the job. It was too big. I wasn’t ready to stop being a researcher.  So I knew what to do. But I also knew, as I flew home, that something had changed for me, that seeing the program had caused a realignment of interests. My research life, my intellectual life, was headed in a different direction.

Two things, I believe, triggered the change. The first was a new vantage point on a familiar problem, the academic struggles of too many minority students on American college campuses. My Ann Arbor visit made me aware that I had a certain perspective toward this problem. When it came to college student life, I was the on outside looking in. I was an observer. If asked to explain the academic difficulties of any students, like most professors, I would have stressed what was in my observer’s line of vision--the students themselves, their motivations, expectations, self-esteem, cultural orientation, the value they placed on education, their work habits, their academic skills and knowledge, their families’ emphasis on school achievement, etc.

Some years ago, two social psychologists, Edward Jones and Richard Nisbett, argued that when it comes to explaining people’s behavior – something like achievement problems, for example – there is a big difference between the “observer’s perspective”--the perspective of the person observing the behavior--and the “actor’s perspective”--the perspective of the person who is behaving.  As observers, Jones and Nisbett said, we’re looking at the actor, the person engaging in the behavior we are trying to explain.  The actor is prominent in our literal and mental line of vision. But the circumstances to which the actor is responding are remote in this line of vision. Accordingly, when we explain behavior as observers, Jones and Nisbett argued, we stress characteristics of the actor, things about the actor that might explain his behavior, and we slight the circumstances to which the actor is responding. My second visit to Ann Arbor made me aware of what should have been obvious; I had become an observer of minority students and their achievement struggles. I arrived in Ann Arbor implicitly looking for what the students might be doing, or what characteristics they might have that held back their achievement.

But on the visit, I talked to minority students themselves—the actors in the drama of their achievement struggles. They said nothing about expectations, motivation, the value their families placed on education--not even when I pointedly asked them about these things. They were proud to be students at such a strong university. Their families were too. They had been successful in high school. If they brought low expectations with them, they didn’t show them to me. They talked about the university environment. They talked about being a small social minority. They described needing a space where they weren’t made so aware of being a minority. They worried that teaching assistants, fellow students and even faculty might see their academic abilities as less prepossessing than those of other students.  They described how social life was organized by race, ethnicity, social class. They had few close friends across group lines. They felt that black styles, preferences, and interests were marginalized on campus, sometimes even stigmatized. They noted the small number of black or minority faculty. They could have been making excuses. I couldn’t know. They seemed earnest, matter of fact, not accusatory. But they did seem worried, worried that Michigan was not the right place for them. 

The second striking thing on this trip was a graph I saw about student grades. It was my first glimpse of an important fact: the academic troubles of black students at Michigan – and they were indeed having academic troubles – were not entirely due to weaker academic skills and motivations that they brought with them. The graph showed the grade averages of Michigan graduates (for a period of several years) broken down by the SAT score they had when they entered Michigan. You could see the college grades for students who entered Michigan with SATs between 1000 and 1050, between 1050 and 1100, all the way up to those who entered with SATs between 1550 and 1600, the top of the SAT scale. The graph showed a modest tendency for students with higher SATs to get higher grades. No surprise. The SAT is designed to predict college grades – albeit quite modestly for these students.

What struck me was something else. To show how black students had done, the graph presented a separate line for black Michigan graduates during this period. It showed that black students with stronger entering SATs also got slightly higher grades at graduation. Again, no surprise, except for one thing: the line for black students was consistently lower than the line for other students. At every level of entering SAT, even the highest level, black students got lower grades than other students. If we assume the SAT is a rough measure of preparation for college, this meant something dramatic: that among students with comparable academic skills, black students got less return on those skills in college than other students. Something was suppressing the yield they got from their skills. 

The Ann Arbor trip had raised questions and laid down some clues. There was hard evidence: the achievement problems of black students at Michigan weren’t caused entirely by skill deficits. Something social-psychological had to be involved. At the time, I had no idea what it was.  And there was softer evidence: the students themselves worried about whether or not they belonged, or even could belong at Michigan. Martin Luther King once worried that black students in integrated schools might not always be taught by people who “loved them”.  These students had the same concern. I wondered on that flight home whether these two pieces of evidence had anything to do with each other.  

2. A year later, and a simple twist of fate. Michigan had offered me a professorship in psychology. I was excited. I knew that if I went, intriguing and important questions awaited. Questions, though, and not answers, was all I had. 

Families can be gracious, and mine certainly was on this occasion. In the fall of 1987, despite the uprooting of two teenagers that it required, my family and I landed in Ann Arbor just in time for the new school year and Michigan football.

Almost immediately, as if it were a signal, the graph showing black student underperformance at Michigan re-appeared in my life.  I had been appointed to a university-wide committee on minority student retention and recruitment. And there again, in material handed out on the first day the committee met, was the graph showing the underperformance of black students at Michigan—in big part, the rationale for this committee. 

Richard Nisbett—another Michigan social psychologist, the same person who came up with the “actor-observer” difference—and I began talking about this underperformance. Nisbett is a great conversationalist, and not just idly so. He uses it to shape a scientific inquiry, to help him link up questions so they have a narrative form, something like a detective story. He starts in on a problem by trying to see how it works in real life. He interviews people. He surveys people over the phone. He snoops in archival records. He reads broadly. He “triangulates” on an understanding. Eventually he does formal experiments to test that understanding, and to further take the phenomenon apart to see how it works. Inspired by this approach, I relaxed my normal tendency to proceed quickly to the laboratory. 

I kept talking to students. I designed a seminar on the topic of underperformance. I remember students in the seminar turning up a surprising fact. They stopped a number of black and white students as they crossed campus and asked them to complete a 4 or 5-page questionnaire. The first page of the questionnaire asked the student to list her six best friends. The last page asked the student to record the race of those friends. This survey revealed that among their six closest friends, neither white nor black students averaged even one friend from the other racial group. Blacks, for example, averaged only two-thirds of a white friend among their top 6 friends. As students had been telling me, their social networks were organized by race. 

I continued to look at grade records. I wanted to see how common black student underperformance was across the curriculum. Sadly, it was everywhere—in English classes, math classes, psychology classes, etc. As some comfort to the University of Michigan, my reading soon revealed that black student underperformance was a national phenomenon. It happened throughout the education system, in college classes, in medical schools, law schools, business schools, and often in K through 12 schooling. It was nearly lawful. People who make tests had long known about this phenomenon. They also knew that it happens to more groups than just blacks. It happens to Latinos, Native Americans, and to women in advanced college math classes, law schools, medical schools, and business schools. When members of these groups enter a level of schooling—especially where the work is difficult and where their group lacks a strong reputation—they tend to perform worse than other people in the setting with the same skills and knowledge as measured by tests—underperformance precisely defined. 

This is, of course, an unhappy fact. And standing at the ready I found many explanations, explanations largely from the observers perspective, explanations such as that these students lack the motivation or cultural knowledge or skills to succeed at more difficult coursework where underperformance tends to occur, or they somehow self-destruct from low self expectations or low self-esteem that they pick up from the broader culture, or even from their own families and communities.  These accounts weren’t implausible--if not entirely handsome. I had to keep them on the table of possibilities. But I had doubts. Could they fully explain the occurrence of underperformance in so many groups, at so many levels and types of schooling?  

Nor could I drop a suspicion: that in bigger part than I and others had realized, underperformance had something to do with what underperforming groups were experiencing in school. When they got on campus, or into an advanced math class in the case of women for example, something was causing their strengths to reliably let them down—even the strongest among them. There was something in the air of these situations. 

3. A few years later I was invited to give a talk on my research at a small, distinguished liberal college in the Northeast. The school also took the occasion to consult me about the progress of their minority students—which, in the early 1990’s, meant largely black students. This would turn out to be something I did a lot in the years to come. Invariably, I got as much as I gave on these trips. They always edified—showing me things about the problems I was working on that I hadn’t understood before.

This early trip was especially interesting. I talked to black student groups and to faculty and administrators in rapid succession—a dramatic display of different perspectives.

The faculty and administrators worried about the problems of black students: lower grade performance; greater likelihood of dropping out; a greater tendency to downgrade their professional ambitions as their schooling went on; a tendency to avoid quantitatively-based fields; less social integration into campus life; significantly segregated friendship networks; etc. Their list was nearly identical to the list made by the Michigan recruitment and retention committee.

On this trip we talked in a small conference room paneled in light maple. One entire wall was floor-to-ceiling windows that allowed in slants of early spring light and a scene of patchy snow in a forested landscape. The atmosphere was friendly, even warm—a conversation among the adults—but also serious, careful.  These were busy people. The problems of black students on this privileged campus weren’t their only concerns. They wanted their school to work well, however, and to work well for everyone.

They used primarily “observer” theories to understand these problems. They wondered about whether they were admitting the right students? Should they weight academic skills even more stringently in admissions? Was family background critical? They hadn’t heard of the underperformance phenomenon. They weren’t sure about its implication that the problems of these students weren’t entirely academic. I also felt a presence in the room during the faculty and administrator meetings. It was as if a flame burned in the corner. The flame was the possibility that, inadvertently, they might do something or condone something that could be seen as racist. It was a searing flame. They didn’t want to get close to it. Did I have any ideas? 

The black students, for their part, were distressed. I met them in a long, narrow, low-ceiling room on the first floor of a campus house that had been converted to student service offices and meeting rooms. Students crowded in for the session—probably 75 or so in number, a fair portion of their population on this small campus. They wanted to hear me. But mainly they wanted to talk themselves. They wanted to describe their experience at the college, the stress they felt. They said that too much of the time they felt like they didn’t belong. They said they were unhappy a lot of the time. They often went home on weekends. Did I have any ideas? 

Sometimes black students said the school had racist elements. They threw the flame. They would cite an incident with a teaching assistant, a comment by a professor or fellow student. But as the day went on and I got to look over their shoulders more—take the “actor’s” perspective—I thought I saw something else: they were affected more by the ways campus life was racially organized than by the racism of particular people.   

There was, for example, their sense of marginalization. They were a small minority on campus. Campus culture—its ideas of who and what were “cool”, its prevailing values, social norms, preferences, styles of dress, images of beauty, musical preferences, styles of religious expression, etc.—was dominated by whites, the most numerous group on campus and the group most historically identified with the school. Against this backdrop, black students worried about belonging, about whether they could be part of the mainstream of things. Could they be valued for who they were in this setting?  Would they be seen as socially desirable? Numbers played a big role in this sense of marginalization. The cultural domination of whites followed from their numerical domination. 

Friendship and social life were also significantly organized by race. Black students were clearly party to this. But they seemed to sense that it was not without consequence. Over 85% of Americans, for example, get their jobs through acquaintance contacts. Racially homogeneous friendship networks can segregate people out of important networks, and thus out of important opportunities. They also noted the small number of black faculty and administrators. Was this irrelevant? Did it say something about the possibility of their belonging on this campus? 

The sociologist William Julius Wilson has explained the creation and maintenance of large African American ghettos in Northern cities as due to a “concentration” of factors—factors such as the long period of migration of blacks from the South to the North, inadequate and poorly-funded public schools, the movement of jobs outside of the cities and to foreign countries, job discrimination, geographic and social isolation, etc. These things combine, in philosopher Charles Turner’s terms, to “downwardly constitute” people living in ghettos. 

This tidy, well-off college was no racial ghetto. And the factors that “downwardly constitute” black students there were not as commonly understood as factors like distance from jobs or discrimination. But listening to these students, it seemed that a “concentration of factors” was a better way to understand what might be causing their underperformance. The major standing explanations, focusing as they do on single causes, seemed incomplete. Under performance didn’t seem to be caused simply by racism on the part of teachers and fellow students. Nor did it seem to be caused simply by motivational or cultural deficits the black students brought with them.  Rather, a concentration of factors seemed to be involved: a concentration of racialized aspects of campus life—racial marginalization, racial segregation of social and academic networks, group under-representation in important campus roles, even a racial organization of curriculum choices, all reflecting, in some part, the racial organization of the larger society.

This seemed like a reasonable hunch. Still, as I said, these weren’t “hard” factors like unemployment and unequal school financing. These were dimensions of social organization. How bad could they be? Could they really be powerful enough to interfere with black students’ grade performance, especially the grade performance of black students very likely reared with the value of trying “twice as hard” in the face of racial adversity?  

4. On April 14, 1968, Martin Luther King was assassinated. On the next day, a third grade teacher in Iowa named Jane Elliot was looking for a way to show her class the importance of Dr. King’s life and work. She lived in Ricevide, Iowa, a small farming community with a population so homogeneous that many of her students had never seen an African American. To show them the experience of being prejudiced against, she divided her class into brown-eyed and blue-eyed students. And then, on that first day, she began to discriminate against the brown-eyed students. She put brown felt collars around their necks to help in their identification. She said that blue-eyed students were smarter, cleaner and better behaved than brown-eyed students. She gave blue-eyed students seats in the front of the classroom and first dibs on playground equipment during recess.  She encouraged the blue-eyed students not to associate with the brown-eyed students—in class or on the playground. She gave blue-eyed students first access to lessons and materials used in the lessons. The entire exercise was eventually reenacted and made into an ABC News documentary entitled “The Eye of the Storm”.  

The emotion on the faces of the brown-eyed students on that first day was upsetting.  You knew this exercise would not be repeated much. They were humiliated; they huddled together on the playground, coat collars turned up to hide their faces. They rarely raised their hands in class. In fact, aside from a little conversation among themselves, the brown-eyed students scarcely spoke that day. The blue-eyed students, meanwhile, were relaxed. They talked, enjoyed themselves. They participated in class unselfconsciously. They were happy.  

On the second day of the exercise, teacher Elliot turned the tables. She put blue felt collars around the necks of the blue-eyed students and treated them the same way she had treated the brown-eyed students the day before. This abrupt change in treatment caused an abrupt change in behavior. The same blue-eyed students who had such high energy the day before, now behaved like the brown-eyed students had on that day, huddled and downcast. And the brown-eyed students, on this second day, were fully restored to being eager learners.   

Tucked away in this documentary are several scenes showing a fascinating intellectual implication of teacher Elliot’s experiment. These are the scenes in which she gives arithmetic and spelling lessons to small groups of students. What they show is how poorly the stigmatized students did. They barely paid attention. They receded to the back of even these small groups. They spoke only if spoken to. They didn’t remember the instructions. They were slow to respond. They got a lot of answers wrong. But on the day they were not stigmatized, these same students responded like the exuberant, cognitively adept children they apparently were.  The environment, and their status in it, seemed to be an actual component of their ability. 

In teacher Elliot’s classroom, she deliberately set out to downwardly constitute her students, temporarily. She was making a point. The college I visited was not making a point. It did not purposely set out to do things that would downwardly constitute black students. Quite the contrary. It saw itself as committed to their inclusion. The school was bewildered by the problems that followed that inclusion. But after thinking about group underperformance for a number of years, and talking to so many students along the way, two things occurred to me. Like many institutions of higher education in the US, this school had inherited a social organization from the larger society and its history that might well place black students under downwardly constituting pressures—powerful pressures not well understood within the traditional frameworks of prejudice and racism on the one hand, or student motivational, skill and cultural deficits on the other hand. The second thing that occurred to me was that these downwardly constituting pressures might have the power to directly and indirectly interfere with intellectual performance. That is, they might have the power to cause underperformance.  

5. In our society we regard intelligence as a highly stable human characteristic. Believing it to be stable, we have developed tests to measure it, tests like IQ tests and the SAT (the Scholastic Assessment Test) for example. And assuming these tests measure a stable human characteristic, we use the results of these tests to make life-shaping decisions about people—for example, what curriculum they will be given throughout their schooling and what college they can go to. We have a lot invested in the idea of this characteristic being stable and largely immune to circumstance.

Yet the crumbs I was following led to something different: the experience of downward constitution or stigmatization--as it can be called--might be a circumstance that degrades intellectual performance, even among very skilled and motivated people. 

By this time, I was working with a University of Michigan graduate student named Steven Spencer (now a distinguished professor at the University of Waterloo). Steve is a high energy, enthusiastic person. He grew up on a Michigan farm. He knows how to throw himself into things. He loves to talk psychology. He is quick and incisive. We had been working on the question of how people maintain a sense of personal adequacy in the face of information that would threaten that image. The effort to do this, we theorized, is a major driver of mental life, essential to mental health. But the underperformance problem had now become a preoccupation. I kibitzed and kibitzed about it. Eventually, as I had hoped, Steve began to pick up this preoccupation too.

Scientific inquiries have choice points, places where the investigator has to decide what to do next without much formal guidance—the images of science as a very formal and prescribed affair notwithstanding. Intuition, best guesses come into play. We needed a better look at what caused underperformance and the best hunch I had was that it was stigmatization, the downward constitution that some groups might experience in a school environment. But of course underperformance could just as well come from something about the group itself. I favored the stigmatization idea primarily because underperformance happened in so many groups—blacks, Latinos, women in math classes. Could there be something about all of these groups that caused them to under-perform? Possibly, but I could also imagine that these groups shared an experience of stigmatization—different in form, of course, but nonetheless a group-based stigmatization in precisely those areas where they underperformed. A reasonable inference. But I knew it was time to test this idea. 

To do this, Steve and I needed a situation like Jane Elliot’s classroom. We needed to compare a group’s intellectual performance when they were stigmatized with their intellectual performance when they were not stigmatized—like comparing the blue-eyed students’ performance on the day they wore collars and were seated in the back of the classroom with their performance on the day they wore no collars and were seated up front. If the group underperformed when they were stigmatized, but not when they were not stigmatized, we’d have evidence that stigmatization alone—a devalued social status—had the capacity to impair intellectual performance. 

We came to a simple idea: we would compare women’s grades in math classes with their grades in English classes. Considerable research shows that in math classes—especially at the college level and especially in more advanced classes—women report feeling what sociologists Nancy Hewitt and Elaine Seymour called a “chilly climate”. That is, they feel that their abilities are under suspicion, that feminine characteristics discredit their seriousness, that they have to constantly prove themselves, that their career commitment is questioned, and so on. But in English classes, and classes in the humanities more generally, women report fewer such pressures--even in advanced coursework. 

(Unlike Jane Elliot’s classroom where she had to do something out of the ordinary to stigmatize her students—that is, she had to impose a stigmatization on eye color—we assumed that society’s views about women’s math ability might chronically put them under stigmatizing pressure in advanced math classes. The chilly climate was already there; nothing out of the ordinary would be needed to impose it.

If stigmatization could impair intellectual performance, women in advanced math classes should under-perform more--that is, get lower grades than men with the same skills as measured by tests—than women in advanced English classes. 

Off we went to the Registrar’s Office to get grades for students in more advanced math and English courses, and then off to the Admissions’ Office to get the SAT’s for these students. (It is important to note that once the data were assembled, the names of all students were replaced with identification numbers to protect their anonymity.) 

The data we assembled were less than perfect. There were very few women in advanced math classes. We couldn’t retrieve SAT scores for all of the students. Still, a pattern that mirrored the scenes in Jane Elliot’s classroom emerged. Women tended to under-perform in advanced math classes—where evidence suggests they feel the collar of gender stigma—but not in English classes—where evidence suggests that collar is less present. 

Seeing underperformance, especially among such talented and motivated people in real-life classrooms, is disheartening. But this time at least, the pattern of when it happened and when it didn’t happen told us something about its causes. It encouraged our thinking about stigma and intellectual performance.

Still, the quality of the data was worrisome. And we knew that our results could be explained in other ways than by our theory. Perhaps the men in the English classes were less interested than the men in the math classes. Maybe that’s why they didn’t outperform the women in those classes. Or maybe the work in the English classes was just easier than the work in the math classes, enabling all students to get higher grades. In the real world of college classes, many factors could be at play. 

We needed a more precise test of whether or not stigma impaired intellectual performance. We also knew that if the effect was real and we could reliably produce it—if we could “bottle” this effect in the laboratory, so to speak—we could use the laboratory procedure to answer other important questions: What factors worsened this effect? What exactly does stigmatization do to a person that impairs their intellectual functioning? Are some kinds of people more susceptible to this effect than others? Does it happen for all stigmatized groups or just some? Does it happen for other kinds of performance, in addition to intellectual performance? Does it happen for low-stakes performances or just high-stakes performances? And most important, what can be done to eliminate it?

Our approach was simply to reproduce our math and English study in the laboratory. We set up a very simple situation. First we recruited men and women students at the University of Michigan, largely freshmen and sophomores, who were good at math—they had quantitative SAT scores in the top 15% of their entering class, had gotten at least a B in two calculus classes, and indicated that math was important to their personal and professional goals. This gave us a group of men and women students who were essentially equal and strong in math skills and commitment to math. We then brought them into the laboratory one at a time and gave them a very difficult intellectual test alone in a room. 

That was the core situation of the experiment. But of course we wanted half of these participants to take the test under stigmatizing or potentially stigmatizing conditions—like the blue-eyed students in Jane Elliot’s classroom on the day they wore the blue collar—and the other half to take the test under non-stigmatizing conditions—like the blue-eyed students on the day they wore no collar. 

Again, we mimicked our field study. We varied the topic of the test--math vs. English. Half of the participants took a math test—a 30-minute section of the GRE (Graduate Record Examination) in math (not the general quantitative section of the GRE, but the more difficult test you take if you are a math major)--and the other half took an English test—a 30-minute section of the GRE in English literature. 

We reasoned thusly: for a woman, the difficult math test would be like the collar around the neck of Elliot’s students. Based on negative societal views of women’s math ability, simply taking of a difficult math test puts a woman at risk of stigmatization, of being seen as limited at math because she is a woman. Frustration on such a test inherently reinforces this worry, makes her feel the collar. 

By contrast, men should have no collar for the math test. No societal view says men as a group lack math ability. They might lack it as individuals. Frustration on the test could reflect that. But it wouldn’t mean that they lacked math ability because they were men. No collar. 

And for the same reason, there should be no collar—no threat of group stigmatization--for either men or women taking the English literature test. The ability of neither group is strongly stigmatized in this area--although we did wonder whether men might feel some threat of group stigmatization on the literature test.    

We had then, a laboratory facsimile of our real-life field study. If having the collar on—being at risk of group stigmatization—was enough to interfere with intellectual performance, then the women should under-perform in relation to the men on the math test where they were subject to stigmatization, but not on the English literature test where neither group was subject to stigmatization. Lo and behold, that is exactly what happened.    

We were encouraged. Not because we had proved anything—there were still alternative explanations for our findings. But now we had laboratory procedures that reproduced what we had seen in the real world. And they were relatively safe. We didn’t have to put participants through anything they didn’t go through all of the time—test taking. Moreover, by explaining the experiment to them after it was over—“debriefing” them—we might help them better cope with these pressures in their own lives. We had a safe version of Jane Elliot’s classroom—a place where the possible effect of stigmatization on intellectual performance could be looked at up close, where we could learn how it happened, and possibly, how to reduce it.     

6. We believed that the pressure not to confirm a stigmatizing view of themselves, caused women to under perform in this experiment. But there were other explanations. Maybe they just weren’t as confident as the men. No matter what they told us in a questionnaire. Or maybe their expectations for performing difficult math were lower. And beyond these psychological explanations, there was a more disturbing possibility, one that had been gingerly brought to our attention: perhaps women’s lower performance reflected a lesser biological capacity for math that manifests itself on difficult math.

In the early 1980’s, two psychologists, Camilla Benbow and Julian Stanley conducted several large studies of sex differences in math performance that were reported in the prestigious journal Science. Interestingly, the design of their study was not unlike the design of our study. They too selected students who were very good at math. In their case, these were eighth-grade boys and girls who had had essentially the same coursework in math up to that point, and who had scored in the top 3% of test-takers on the standardized math exam given to eighth-graders at their schools. They then gave students a math test that was very difficult for eighth-graders—the math section of the SAT. Their results looked like ours. The girls underperformed in relation to the boys. And because the boys and girls in this study had been so carefully selected for having equal math skills and equal exposure to math instruction up to that point, Benbow and Stanley were pushed to a difficult conclusion: perhaps the lesser performance of girls in their study reflected a lesser biological capacity for math among women that reveals itself when the math was difficult.  

Our society is fascinated by genetic explanations of everything from alcoholism and hyperactivity to happiness. And the idea that genetics underlies the sex difference in math performance seems destined to fascinate us. For example, in February of 2005, in a speech given at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) to kick off a conference on women’s presence in science, the then President of Harvard University, Larry Summers said: “There are three broad hypotheses about the sources of the very substantial disparities that this conference’s papers document and have been documented before with respect to women in high-end scientific professions. One is what I would call the high-powered job hypothesis. The second is what I would call the differential availability of aptitude at the high end, and the third is what I would call different socialization and patterns of discrimination in a search. And in my view their importance ranks in exactly the order I have just described.” 

In the middle of his speech, Nancy Hopkins, a distinguished woman biologist from MIT, walked out. Soon the conference was in turmoil—largely in argument over the intended meaning of Summers’ “second hypothesis”. Within hours the media had begun to cover the turmoil, interviewing conferees as witnesses to Summers’ remarks. Within days, op-ed pages, television and radio talk shows, media pundits, all focused attention on Summers’ remarks, and on the arguments of his supporters and detractors. Soon, some people called on Summers to resign. Protests at Harvard University intensified in the weeks and months that followed the conference. On March 25 of that year, the Faculty of Arts and Sciences at Harvard, voted 288 to 169 that they no longer had confidence in Summers as President of Harvard University. He weathered this vote, supported by the Harvard Corporation, the body of Trustees that govern Harvard. But a year later, to forestall another faculty vote of no confidence, Summers resigned. By this time, other issues in his Presidency had surfaced. The debate over his leadership had broadened. But few would argue that the unraveling of the Summers’ Presidency began with what he thought was a passing reference to his “second hypothesis”--that sex differences in math and science achievement were substantially rooted in sex differences in a genetically based capacity for math. 

Steve Spencer and I weren’t especially interested in the genetic explanation of sex differences in math. Our idea was that stigma had more to do with these differences than people commonly thought. But we knew, long before the Summers episode, that the genetic question had huge cultural weight. Also, it stood as a possible alternative explanation for our experimental findings. We had to address it—or beg it.

We needed an experiment that could tell us whether women performed badly on the math test in our earlier experiment because of the “collar” of stigma, or because of something about them, something akin to Summers’ “second hypothesis” for example. 

We faced both a “what-to-do” and a “how-to-do-it” question. “What-to-do” was easier. We had to remove the collar of stigma for women taking the difficult math test—and see what happened. If it improved their performance, then we’d know that it was stigma that had depressed their performance in this earlier experiment. But if it didn’t improve their performance, we’d know that something about the women themselves had depressed their earlier math performance—a lack of confidence perhaps or a deficit of “aptitude at the high end” perhaps.

But how to do this? How to remove the risk of stigma for a committed woman math student on a difficult math test? We tried things. A depressing amount to time went by. Then came an idea. We would do the experiment as before. We’d recruit strong women and men math students at Michigan. We’d give them all a difficult test alone in a room—this time a math test for all of them. And for the group in which we didn’t want the women to experience the risk of stigma—to take the collar off--we’d say the test didn’t show gender differences. That was our idea. It was a simple instruction. But for women it changed the meaning of the frustration they experienced on the test. It made it so that the frustration on the test couldn’t be seen as reflecting anything about their being a woman. This “particular test” didn’t measure anything about gender. With this simple instruction, they were in the same boat as the men—their frustration could confirm that as individuals they weren’t good at math, but it couldn’t confirm that they weren’t good at math because they were women. Perhaps for the first time in their math-performing lives, this particular pressure was gone.

What happened was dramatic. Among participants who were told the test did show gender differences--where the women could still feel the threat of stigma confirmation—women did worse than equally skilled men, just as in the earlier experiment. But among participants who were told the test did not show gender differences—where the women were free of confirming anything about being a woman--woman performed at the same high level as equally skilled men. Their underperformance was gone. 

Now we had something. A clear signal. Removing the threat of confirming something bad about being a woman—in this case limited ability—that normally hangs over the heads of women performing difficult math, dramatically improved their performance—just like removing the collar from Jane Elliot’s students, improved their performance. 

The experience closest to real-life in this experiment was the experience of women in the group that was led to believe the math test showed gender differences. In this experiment, we explicitly stated this to the participants in this group. This would prove unnecessary. In later research, strong women math students underperformed on tests like this one without being reminded that showed gender differences. They assumed it—like my assuming that boys like trucks more than dolls when buying a birthday present for a friend’s two-year-old son. 

That this assumption comes so easily to mind has an unsettling implication: that whenever women are performing frustrating math at the frontier of their skills they almost automatically feel like Jane Elliot’s collared students--at risk of confirming a reputed group inferiority.

But the experiment also bore encouraging news. Removing the collar of stigma threat eliminated women’s math underperformance. Steve and I had to be careful. This result did not mean that removing stigma threat would eliminate all sex differences in math performance. Most observed sex differences in math performance are not between samples of men and women selected for being similar in math skills and motivation—as they were in our experiment. They are between samples of men and women that may differ in skills and motivation—because of differential exposure to math curriculum, different interest in math, etc. Taking off the collar of stigma threat might well reduce these differences, but not necessarily eliminate them. 

Still, removing this collar might be especially important to improving women’s progress in math and science. Stigma threat emerges at a bad time—when a woman is doing math at the frontier of her skills, a place where frustration is inevitable. And frustration, in turn, makes the negative view of women’s math ability plausible as a self-explanation. It explains why she is having trouble. For women who care about math, such self-explanation is upsetting--enough so, in our experiments, to disrupt performance. So just at those points where math challenges a person the most, women meet a disruptive pressure that men don’t meet--the pressure that they might confirm an alleged inferiority inherent to being a woman, or that they might be seen that way. 

In 1990 three psychologists, Jane Hyde, Elizabeth Fennema and Susan Lamon published a classic review of the findings on gender differences in math performance. Together the studies they reviewed included over 3 million participants. [These statistics will be updated.] They found that through elementary and middle school, there are virtually no differences between boys and girls in performance on standardized math tests.  But a trend toward boys doing better than girls steadily increases from high school through college and into adulthood. In 1991 Hewitt and Seymour found that, in college, women leave math and science fields at a rate two and a half times more than men.  They also found that although white women constitute 43% of the US population in 1991, they earned only 22% of the bachelor of science degrees and 13% of the PhD’s, and occupy 10% of the jobs in physical science, math and engineering where they earn only 75% of the salary paid to men. The farther women go in mathematics it seems, the harder it is to persist. Many factors contribute to this—the sex roles women are socialized into, discrimination against women in math perhaps, low expectations about their abilities perhaps. Steve and I felt we had found another possibility: a threat of possibly confirming society’s darker suspicions about their math ability, a threat that reoccurs and reoccurs at the frontier of their skills.

Importantly, this pressure impaired math performance in women with the strongest math skills, the strongest expectations in math, women who were students at one of the nation’s most selective universities. Although, at the time we lacked evidence to the point, it didn’t seem like the pressure was making them give up on the test. Quite the contrary. They seemed bound and determined to prove themselves. If anything, they seemd to be trying too hard.

We had to admit that our idea was unusual. The crumbs leading to it were consistent: my student interviews, the data showing the underperformance phenomenon, and now our experiments with women in math. Still it was an unusual idea—suggesting, as it did, that stereotypes of groups (for example, stereotypes about women’s math ability) could cause enough threat of judgment to interfere with the math performance of strong women math students on a standardized test, and possibly with their persistence in math all together. It was also unusual because it suggested this could happen without bad intentions, without the agency of prejudiced people, for example. Our test-takers were alone in a room. They had no reason to believe the experiment was run by people biased against women. What they did know, of course, was the culture of this society. They knew how people in this culture often see math ability—as something men have more of than women. They knew their frustration could confirm that view. And for these women invested in math, this conjunction of thoughts was upsetting and distracting enough to interfere with their performance. 

Nor was this idea in general use. It didn’t appear on the list of reasons why few women reach elite levels of math and science in the research literature. We presented developing versions of the idea at conferences. People liked the finding that women’s math performance could be dramatically improved by removing the risk of confirming the negative view of women’s math ability. But they had a difficult time keeping our explanation in mind as a distinct idea. They’d boil it down to something else. They’d say, “Aren’t you just saying that women have lower expectations for their math performance? and that when they encounter difficult math they just self-fulfill those low expectations? Robert Merton’s self-fulfilling prophecy invoked. We’d thought about this. But that idea didn’t explain our results. The women in our experiments were selected for having strong expectations. They had always been good at math. And they performed well when they were told the test couldn’t detect gender differences. If difficult math triggered low expectations that, in self-fulfillment, caused women to under-perform, then these women too should have underperformed. But they didn’t.

We believed we had something distinct. But we knew that we knew more about what it wasn’t, than what it was. There were many questions. How did this pressure impair performance: Through memory impairment? extra cognitive load? physiological impairment? Did it affect just people who cared about the performance? Did it affect just women in relation to math, or did it affect other groups and other types of performance? Could it be overcome with more effort or did that effort just make matters worse? Were there things that schools and teachers could do to relieve these pressures? Were there things that individuals could do to relieve these pressures?

Important questions. All of which, in time, would be researched, and many of which would be answered. But at the time, in the context of a different collaboration, my curiosity turned back to the question of minority student achievement. Could the same process that affected women math students be a factor in the underperformance of minority students? 

7. In 1991 I moved again, this time from the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor, Michigan to Stanford University in Stanford, California—a move back to the family’s beloved West Coast. Joining me was another wonderful collaborator--a freshly minted Ph.D. from Princeton University named Joshua Aronson (now a distinguished professor at New York University). Josh had signed on as a post-doctoral student to research issues related to self-affirmation theory, a theory that my students and I had developed some years earlier. He had just completed a very insightful dissertation on the topic. He has a great, intuitive feel for social psychology and for how to do experiments. But like Steve earlier, Josh found himself working with a preoccupied professor, someone immersed in issues of underperformance, women in math, the possible effects of stigma on intellectual performance and persistence. These were the puzzles on the table. And Josh, intrigued by the questions and full of ideas, joined in trying to move the pieces around, trying to find a solution. I felt lucky. A shared puzzle goes so much faster.

In no time we had an experiment. We would return to the problem that had launched this research. We would test whether the stigma threat that played such a role in women’s math performance, also played a role in the test performance of African Americans. 

We invited black and white Stanford students—predominantly sophomores--into our laboratory one at a time and gave them a very difficult verbal test made up of items from the Advanced Graduate Record Examination in literature—a difficult test. It would cause frustration. As for women taking a difficult math test, we assumed frustration would worry our black participants, signaling as it might that they could be confirming the stereotype of their group’s lesser intellectual ability. White students wouldn’t like frustration either. But they wouldn’t worry that is was confirming anything about their group. Their group faces no such allegation. 

The challenge in designing this experiment wasn’t figuring out how to impose stigma threat on our black test-takers. The stereotype about their group’s ability becomes automatically relevant to their performance as soon as they experience frustration on the test.  

The challenge was to make a condition in which blacks would not feel this pressure on the test. Our solution was different than the one we used in the women and math study. In the group where we wanted blacks not to experience this pressure, we said the test was no test at all. It was the same test of course. But we said it was a task used to study problem solving in general. We said it did not measure intellectual ability. Under these instructions, the frustration they experienced could not confirm the negative stereotype about black’s intellectual ability since this test, we explained, didn’t measure intellectual ability. They were safe from stigma threat.

If this threat depressed their performance under normal test-taking conditions (when the test was assumed to measure ability) then the safety from this threat provided by these instructions should allow black participants to perform better--better than black students who assumed the test did measure ability, and better than whites, equated in skill, who took the test under either instruction. 

This is just what happened. Presenting the test as not measuring intellectual ability, greatly improved black students’ performance. A simple instruction, yes, but it changed the meaning of the test. It made it an exercise for which there was no risk of confirming the negative stereotype about their group. Without this risk, their underperformance—the tendency I had seen among University of Michigan students that had started this research—was gone.

Now we had seen an effect of stigma threat on two groups—women and blacks. This made us more confident that stigma really did affect intellectual performance, and that the effect might be general—not just characteristic of one group.

Having “bottled” the effect in the laboratory, we could now examine more closely how it worked. What state of mind did stereotype pressure cause? Did people experiencing it actually worry about confirming the relevant negative stereotype? The answer is yes. We found out in a simple way. We again asked black and white Stanford students to take a difficult verbal test. Just before the test began we gave them a few test items so they could see how difficult the test would be, and then a list of 80 word fragments. Each fragment was a word with two letters missing. Their job was to complete each fragment as fast as they could—like in a free association game. We knew from a preliminary survey that 12 of the fragments could be completed with words that reflected the stereotype about blacks’ intellectual ability—for example the fragment “..mb could be completed as “dumb” or the fragment “..ce” could be completed as “race.” If simply sitting down to take a difficult test of ability is enough to make black students mindful of stereotypes about their race, these students might complete more fragments with stereotype words. They did. When black students were told that the test measured ability, they completed more of these fragments with stereotype-related words than when they were told the test was not a measure of ability. Whites made almost no stereotype-related completions in either case.  

Josh devised another probe to find out what kind of worry was caused by the stereotype. Again, just before taking the test, we asked black and white participants to make a rating, this time of their preferences for various types of music and sports. Some of these were associated with black imagery—for example, basketball, jazz and hip hop—and others were not—for example, swimming, tennis and classical music. Interestingly, when black students expected to take a test of ability, they tended to spurn things black, reporting less interest in, for example, basketball, jazz and hip hop than white students. But when the test was presented as unrelated to ability, black students strongly preferred things black. They seemed to be eschewing these things when preferring them would encourage a stereotypic view of themselves. It was the spotlight of the negative group stereotype they were avoiding. 

Finally, there was evidence that the threat of the stereotype pressured a search for excuses, a search for something other than oneself to blame poor performance on. We asked participants how much sleep they got the night before the experiment. Black students expecting to take the ability test, reported getting fewer hours sleep than black students expecting to do a non-ability task, and fewer hours sleep than whites with either expectation. At risk of a stereotype judgment, these students understandably sought some means of softening its blow should it befall them. 

In addition to whatever skills and motivation they had, in addition to whatever expectations they had about being able to perform on this test, in addition to whatever capacities and tendencies they had, these black students were fending off a judgment of their group, and of themselves as members of that group. They were taking this test, and others like it, under the weight of history. 

CHAPTER 3

1. In 1978, when I lived in Seattle, the Seattle Supersonics, the local National Basketball Association team, came within one game of winning the NBA championship. The next year, in 1979, they won. Their ascent to glory followed a long period of mediocrity. The 1978 season, in fact, began in mediocrity—a relentless string of losses in the opening weeks of the season (5 wins in 17 outings). Then the Sonics’ front office fired the coach and hired a new coach—a young Lenny Wilkens who had been a player-coach with the team several years earlier. No player changes, just Wilkens. Instantly the team began to win—42 season victories and only 18 losses under Wilkens. The regular season ended with a 47-35 record before the Sonics lost the NBA title by just 6 points in the final seconds of the seventh game of the championship series. A single personnel change—the addition of Wilkens—and the pieces of the team fell together.

What’s interesting here is how the team was written about before and after its turn-around. Before the turnaround the local sportswriters described player characteristics in the worst terms. The point guard could pass OK, but couldn’t drive to the basket. The strong forward shot from too far out and missed easy rebounds under the basket. The center had too little mobility and couldn’t get mid-range shots. On went the complaints. The sportswriters were observers. To make sense of things, they used what was in their line of vision—the players and their characteristics. As important, they had to explain the team’s losing. Sensibly, they stressed negative player deficiencies. 

With a coaching change, the Sonics changed. Now the sportswriters had to explain winning, not losing. Their player characterizations changed. They valorized the same players they had derided a month earlier. The players’ weaknesses became their strengths. The point guard’s poor driving ability became a testament to his genius as a floor general; the strong forward’s lack of rebounding was a minor cost of his brilliant outside shot; and the center’s immobility made him a rock of stability under the basket. By the time the team reached the finals, the sportswriters saw genius in every position. 

Explanations of underachievement by minority and women students are under the same constraints as explanations of the early 1978 Sonics. Almost invariably they take an observer’s perspective. And they are trying to explain failure, not success. Under these constraints, student deficiencies make a lot of sense as causes of these troubles, just as player deficiencies made a lot of sense as causes of the troubles of the early 1978 Sonics. There was then, like a specter hanging over our research, a long-standing tradition of how to explain the psychology of poor achievement among disadvantaged minorities and women—a tradition that, in all probability, reflects the same constraints that shaped the analysis of the in early 1978 Super Sonics. 

2. In his book, Contempt and Pity, intellectual historian Daryl Scott describes this tradition in the social sciences—with a focus on African Americans. Like the sportswriters, social scientists were observers trying to explain poor outcomes—in this case, the poor economic, social, educational, health etc. outcomes experienced by blacks throughout the 20th Century. Like the sportswriters, Scott argues, they tended to focus on deficiencies, one of which dominates all others—what Scott calls “psychic damage”. 

It will be a familiar idea. Gordon Allport, the great mid-20th century social psychologist, put it succinctly: “One’s reputation, whether false or true, cannot be hammered, hammered, hammered, into one’s head without doing something to one’s character.” (p. 142). The psyche of individual blacks gets damaged, the idea goes, by bad images of the group projected in society—images of blacks as aggressive, as less intelligent, etc. Repeated exposure to these images causes these images to be “internalized”, implicitly accepted as true of the group and, tragically, of one’s self perhaps. This internalization damages “character” by causing low self-esteem, low expectations, low motivation, self doubt, etc. And in turn, this damage contributes to a host of bad things--high unemployment, poor marriage success, low educational achievement, criminality, etc. 

The idea, as Scott notes, is more than just a scientific idea. It’s a conventional wisdom, a virtual stereotype of what causes members of negatively regarded groups to fail. Considerable research in psychology, for example, explores this idea as an explanation of women’s lack of persistence in math and quantitative fields. So if something causes black and women college students to perform less well than you’d expect from their skills, it must be these psychic deficiencies, deficiencies of confidence and expectation, self-sabotaging deficiencies. This explanation fell logically from an observer’s perspective. And it had the weight of tradition. It pressed hard on my thinking as I thought about what to do next. 

3. Eventually the Seattle sportswriters broke set in 1978. They saw the Sonics for what they were. This wasn’t due to their perceptiveness. The Sonics started to win with the same players. This made it clear. Player deficiencies couldn’t have been the sole cause of the team’s losing. The sportswriters, of course, hadn’t been all wrong. The players had deficiencies, and their deficiencies surely contributed to their losing. But winning showed that these deficiencies weren’t the sole cause of their losing. Something else was involved, something that Wilkens had figured out. 

Like the Seattle sportswriters when the Sonics began to win, my own observer’s perspective on the achievement of minority and women college students, had been consistently unsettled by facts. It wasn’t that these students had no deficiencies. Education is not equal in this society—in either access or quality. Socioeconomic disadvantage, segregating social practices, restrictive cultural orientations, have all dampened the educational opportunities of some groups more than others, historically and in ongoing ways. There would have to be corresponding group deficiencies in skill--enough to affect the college achievement of these students perhaps, and plenty enough for observers to point to. Still, the facts in my path consistently pointed away from these deficiencies as the sole cause.  

And perhaps biggest among these facts was who our research participants were. They weren’t under skilled, poorly motivated students from bad educational backgrounds. They weren’t students who, by any normal standard, had significant skill or psychic deficits. They were among the nation’s top college students, admitted to two of its most selective universities. When we applied for funds to support our research, I remember that reviewers of our proposal doubted that the threat of stigma could ever impair the intellectual performance of such strong students. I could see their point. I was brought to the idea only by seeing that underperformance—in the Michigan classrooms and in the broader literature—happened to stronger as well as weaker students. And now our experiments had contradicted both the proposal reviewers and our earlier predilections. Stigma threat could undermine top college students.

This suggested that it was an environmental pressure, not something in the make-up of the students. My collaborators and I lacked evidence of this suggestion, but we could imagine how it might be tested: just see whether stigma threat impaired the intellectual performance of strong and weak students equally—as was implied by our view—or whether it impaired the intellectual performance of weak students more than strong students—as was implied by the more traditional view. An easy enough question. We had only one problem. We were at highly selective universities. We needed to find less committed students. 

4. Sometimes opportunity walks right in the door—not often enough, but sometimes. Not long after our early experiments were published, a new graduate student, Joseph Brown, and an undergraduate student he had met while working as a teaching assistant, Ben, asked if they could see me. They made an interesting pair—Joseph, a slender, scholarly, graduate student with wire-rimmed glasses who has actually read all the books you wish you had, and Ben, a highly energetic, hip-hop style college student who bubbled with confidence and entrepreneurial spirit. I have to reveal their races: otherwise my description might give you the wrong impression. Joseph is black and Ben is white. They were interested in the experiment that Josh and I had done showing the effect of the racial stereotype on the test performance of black Stanford students. They had a question. Would the same thing happen if we had done the experiment in the inner city Los Angeles high school that Ben had graduated from three years earlier? As important, they had an opportunity. Ben was still in contact with his former teachers at the high school. He thought they’d let him try the experiment there. 

In no time, armed with packets of experimental materials, Ben was on plane to Los Angeles to redo in his old high school the same experiment that Josh and I had done at Stanford. It would be his honors thesis. He gave a difficult 30-minute test (a section of the SAT verbal exam) to groups of white and black students in spare classrooms. For those groups in which he wanted black students to experience the pressure of the racial stereotype, he did as Josh and I had done, he simply said the test as a test of verbal ability. Remember, this minimal statement reminds blacks that this is a test on which their performance could confirm the standing allegation about their group’s intellectual ability. For groups in which he wanted black students to experience no pressure from this racial stereotype, he again did as Josh and I did, he described the test as an instrument to study problem-solving in general that was not “diagnostic” of individual differences in ability. This made the stereotype about blacks’ ability irrelevant to their performance on the task—since, ostensibly, this task wasn’t about the thing the stereotype was about, intellectual ability.    

Then he did something that Josh and I didn’t do. He measured how much his student participants cared about school, how much they identified with being good students. What he found was interesting. It made vivid the irony that had been confronting us all along. For the half of his participants who cared most about school, Ben found just what Josh and I had found: black students performed dramatically worse than equally skilled white students when the test was presented as an ability test—when they were at risk of confirming the negative ability stereotype about their group--but they performed just as well as equally skilled whites when the test was presented as non-diagnostic of intellectual ability—when they were under no risk of confirming the ability stereotype. Blacks in the academic vanguard of Ben’s inner city high school reacted just like black Stanford students. They were disrupted by the possibility of confirming the negative stereotype about their group’s ability. 

But this didn’t happen for blacks in the academic rearguard of Ben’s high school sample. For the half of his students who cared less about school, blacks test-takers were unphased by the stereotype. They performed the same regardless of whether the test was presented as an ability test or as a non-diagnostic laboratory task. And in both of these groups, they performed at the same level as white students—white students who, like them, didn’t care much about achieving in school and didn’t have strong skills. 

But be careful. Before concluding that not caring about school is a good remedy for the pressure of negative ability stereotypes, there’s a big hitch—none of these rearguard students did that well on the test. The rearguard black students performed no worse under stereotype pressure than under no stereotype pressure. But, like their white rearguard counterparts, they performed badly in both situations. They simply lacked the skills and motivation to do well. They behaved cooperatively enough. They took the test politely. But when it got difficult, not caring that much, they gave up, looked at their watches, and waited politely for the session to be over. 

When most people think about the poor school achievement of minority students, they think about Ben’s rearguard students—students with weaker skills and motivation who are likely alienated from school. To an observer trying to explain their poor test performance—like the Seattle sportswriters trying to explain the faltering Sonics of early 1978—there are a lot of deficiencies to hang one’s hat on—poor prior schooling, distressed communities, the psychic damage of self doubt and low expectations, a resulting alienation from school, poor academic skills, more school alienation, possible lack of family support, fatigue from dealing with stereotype pressure, alienating peer cultures, etc. Any or all of these things could be behind their giving up and performing badly in Ben’s experiment. For these students, the conventional wisdom seemed right. 

But it wasn’t right for his vanguard students, the students who had somehow survived these problems to become identified with school even though they were in an inner city high school? The only thing depressing their performance in Ben’s experiment was the pressure of the negative stereotype—the risk of confirming it, or of being seen to confirm it. It was the same pressure that depressed the test performance of the black students at Stanford, and the same pressure that depressed the math test performance of the strong women math students at Michigan.  When that pressure was removed—by presenting the test as a laboratory task—they performed like vanguard students.

There is irony here. What made Ben’s vanguard black students susceptible to stereotype pressure was not weaker academic confidence and skills, but stronger academic confidence and skills. Their strengths led them to be identified with school. But in school, when working on difficult material understood as ability diagnostic, they encountered the extra pressure of the stereotype. Ironically then, it wasn’t low expectations that made them susceptible to this pressure. It was high expectations.

Ben’s experiment showed something else too. It showed why this extra pressure is hard to see down on the ground of everyday schooling: the black vanguard students, under stereotype pressure, performed at the same low level as the black rearguard students who lacked the skills to perform better regardless of how much pressure they were under. The test performance of the two groups was indistinguishable. It would be easy to miss then—when interpreting these scores from, say, the perspective of a classroom teacher or even more distantly, from the perspective of an admissions committee--that the poor performance of these two groups had different causes. One sector of these students was like the 1978 Sonics in the early part of the season. They may not be perfect, but they had the skills and motivation to win, in this case, to perform like the academic vanguard they were. All they needed was relief from the pressure of a stereotype.  

Still, to be confident of a conclusion, triangulating evidence is best, evidence of the same conclusion from different sources. A group of us (Josh, Michael Lustina, Kelli Keough, Joseph Brown, Catherine Good and I) set out to triangulate on Ben’s conclusion. What would happen, we asked, if we told white male students who were strong in math that a difficult math test they were about to take was one on which Asians did better than whites. No societal stereotype demeans the math ability of white males. White males should have no internalized sense of inferiority about math, no “psychic damage” in this area. Yet this comment, we reasoned, would put them under a form of stereotype pressure: any faltering on this test could confirm a relative inferiority, an inferiority relative to Asians whose math ability is positively stereotyped. 

This was a completely different test of the group deficiency idea. If stereotype pressure alone—in the absence of internalized doubt about one’s group—could disrupt test performance, then white males strongly identified with math who took a difficult math test after this comment should perform worse than white males (equally skilled) who took the test without hearing this comment. When we did this experiment with white male engineering graduate students at Stanford and with white male honors students in math at the University of Texas, this is just what happened. The pressure of a group stereotype—being on the downside of Asian’s positive stereotype—impaired math test performance of extraordinarily skilled math students who had no internalized sense of group inferiority in math. 

5. The evidence was mounting. To under perform under stereotype pressure you didn’t need to have self-doubts that came from your experience as a woman or a black in society. You didn’t need low expectations. If you had these things, they wouldn’t help you much. But they weren’t necessary for you to under perform under this pressure. You didn’t even need to be in a group whose relevant abilities were negatively stereotyped in the broader society. On a math test, for example, you could be a white male. You could still be pressured to under perform by putting you in the light of another group’s positive stereotype. Neither did you need to be a weak student. You could be pressured to under perform even if you were good enough to be admitted to some of the nation’s best universities. In fact, in our research the stereotype disrupted stronger students more than weaker students. It disrupted the students who cared most about performing well in the area of the test, those who were bound and determined not to be disrupted. If you didn’t care about the test, if you weren’t invested in school, then the stereotype didn’t bother you. You didn’t do that well—lacking the requisite skills. But you weren’t affected by the stereotype. No, it was the engaged, skilled, trying-hard students who were thrown off by stereotype pressure.

Though in some ways just beginning, this had been, by this point, a long research journey. And throughout the whole of it we’d gotten no evidence that a person needed any internal disposition to underperform. Like the Seattle sportswriters when the Sonics started winning, we had to throw out the conventional wisdom. It was clear: underperformance had another cause, a cause not inside the people showing underperformance, but a cause that was somehow outside of them, in the air around them as they tried to perform.

Our guess of course, pressed on us by this trail of research, was that what was in the air around them was a bad stereotype about their group. Its being relevant to their performance set up a threatening prospect: if they didn’t disprove the stereotype through their own performance right then and there, they’d be reduced to it, to the demeaning, even dehumanizing view of their group held in the stereotype. This causes a kind of multitasking: worrying about confirming the stereotype at the same time one is trying to perform the task at hand. And without one being much aware of it, this multitasking disrupts performance. We came to characterize this pressure as a “predicament”, a predicament of identity. A woman in an advanced college level math class knows at some level that she could be seen as limited because she is a woman; a black student knows the same thing in almost any challenging academic setting; and a white elite sprinter knows this as he reaches the last 10 meters of a 100 meter race. These people know their group identity. They know how society views it. They know they are doing something for which that view is relevant. They know, at some level, that they are in a predicament: their performance could confirm a bad view of their group and of themselves, as members of the group.

Over the years we used several working names for this predicament—“stigmatization”, “stigma vulnerability”, “stereotype vulnerability”. Eventually we settled on “stereotype threat”. This term captured the idea of a situational predicament—a real threat of judgment or treatment in the person’s environment that went beyond any limitations within. 

6. We had gotten to an understanding of stereotype threat by trying to understand that part of women and minorities’ underperformance in school that wasn’t due to weaker preparation and skills. In the process, we discovered a predicament that affected everyone--in one form or another, to one degree or another, in one place or another and not occasionally, but frequently. One thing I liked about this fact was that it gave everyone a chance to see into other group’s experience. The stereotype threat that blacks felt taking a standardized test is a lot like the stereotype threat that women felt taking a difficult math test, which is a lot like the stereotype threat that white males felt competing with strong Asian math students. Empathy may come best through analogy. One’s own stereotype threat can analogize one into understanding the other guy’s stereotype threat.     

 The fact of stereotype threat also made another point: that places like classrooms, university campuses, standardized testing rooms, or competitive running tracks, though seemingly the same for everybody, are, in fact, different places for different people. Depending on their group identity, different people would simply have different things to contend with in these places--different stereotype threats, different ambiguities in how to interpret their experience, different goals and preoccupations. 

For women in advanced college chemistry, for black students in school in general, for older people returning to school, for white sprinters in elite sprinting, there are stereotypes “loose in the house”, loose in these situations, that make these situations different for them than for people from other groups. Their persistence in these situations then, might come up against different calculations. For example, when the young talented white sprinter is deciding whether to persist in sprinting, he is deciding about a fundamentally different situation to persist in than is a young talented black sprinter. On a daily basis, as long as he persists in sprinting, he will have to contend with the threat of being negatively stereotyped. And the threat will come at the worse time; at the moment of his most challenging performances.

Beneath the particulars of our research, a background story was emerging. To improve the achievement gaps that launched our research—as well as to better know how we all function—we needed to better understand something that we Americans are not always comfortable with: our social identities and how they work in our lives. We tend to see ourselves as individuals. We value having power over our individual fates. Whenever, seldomly, we talk about social identity, we talk almost as if it is something that other people have. It’s hard to see it functioning in our own lives. So how important could it be? Can’t whatever problems it causes be overcome by individual efforts? This is our creed. It’s a good creed. But it may also be dulling our perception of something important about social identities, slowing progress on things we want sorely to improve. Perhaps this is where science can help creed.

If you read on in this book you will learn how stereotype threat interferes with performances from test-taking to sports, how it increases ruminative thought, how it impairs short-term memory and raises blood pressure, how it causes people to make mistakes by causing them to try too hard, and how it does all of this without people having much awareness of it. You will learn what makes it worse and what helps to reduce it in places like schools, classrooms, work places and sports facilities. You will learn how stereotype threat works. And you will learn how you can reduce its effects in your own life. But beneath all of this is a broadened conception of social identity and its role in our lives. So before jumping to remedy too quickly, like a world-weary doctor at first glance, let’s take a closer look at what needs to be remedied.

CHAPTER 4

1. Anatole Broyard was the daily book reviewer for the New York Times for nearly 25 years [a fact to be checked], as well as a consistent contributor to the New York Times Book Review. He also wrote stories and essays that appeared in spurts throughout his career, the last spurt of which was a beautiful series of essays on illness that appeared before his death in 1990 of prostate cancer. I had read his work for years but I was especially impressed with the illness essays. They were funny, erudite, profound. If his charm had a formula, it was the interplay between literary allusion and street-hip images of modern life, and of his illness. There were even elements of the stand-up comic, a comic with the erudition of an English professor talking about life, decline and death. He reminded me of Saul Bellow, but more Freudian. I had the vague impression he was Jewish, and probably European. Who knew what I was picking up on—his name perhaps, his style of humor. But mind you, I never thought much about it until I picked up a New Yorker magazine in 1994 and read an engrossing article by Henry Louis Gates, entitled “The Passing of Anatole Broyard.” In it Gates revealed that Broyard was black, that both of his parents were black, and that all of his ancestors were black as far back as the 18th Century.

Neither was I the only one under a miss-impression. Broyard had lived a deception. Though black in every conventional meaning of the term, he had lived his adult life as white.  He had “passed”--as it is called in the black community--never revealing his black identity, not even to his children, until moments before his death. 

Broyard and his immediate family—his mother, father, and two sisters—were part of the great migration of blacks from the south to the urban north during the early and mid 20th Century. For the Broyards, this meant a move from New Orleans to the Bedford Stuyvesant section of Brooklyn. Migration, by definition, involves people leaving communities in which they and their families are known, for new communities in which they and their families, very likely, are unknown. It is a move in which—if one has the physical appearance to pull it off—one can leave one’s black racial identity behind. During the 1920s, the peak years of the great migration, it is estimated that from 10,000 to 30,000 blacks shed their black identities each year in precisely this way, passing into a sea of whiteness as they migrated north. Broyard’s own father, Paul Broyard, was a practitioner—but only during the workday. He was a highly skilled carpenter. He “passed” as white during the day so that he could join the carpenter’s union and get work. At the end of the day, he went back home to a family that, by all accounts, was comfortably black. Revealing both the severity and the absurdity of the color line in that era, this form of daytime passing was then common among light-skinned blacks. The young Anatole had role models, even a close role model, in how to handle the peculiar institution of the American color line.  

There’s a joke people tell about Michael Jackson: “Only in America could a poor little black boy grow up to become a rich white man”. Broyard never really got rich, but he did make the other part of that journey. As a boy growing up he was black—as a student at Boys High School in Brooklyn and at Brooklyn College. It was during this time that he fell in love with literature, European and American, and with both high and popular culture. He wanted to be a writer, a great American writer, and he brought a lot to the table; knowledge of city life through his Brooklyn upbringing, all to be blended with a precocious literary erudition. 

Toward the end of World War II, and still living black, Broyard married a black woman. They had a child. But soon thereafter, he joined the army. It was apparently during his time there—who knows in reaction to what--that Broyard decided to renegotiate his racial identity. The particulars are murky. But when he came out of the army he left his wife and child for Greenwich Village in New York City. It was there that the little black boy from Brooklyn, resumed life under a different cover. Anatole Broyard had become white.  

The main character in Philip Roth’s recent novel the Human Stain, is Coleman Silk, a Broyard-type figure who rises to the level of being a college dean after having passed from being black to being white in the Greenwich Village of the early 1950s. Silk, like Broyard, had the requisite physical features. And to pull off his deception, he used a simple strategy: “if they don’t ask, I won’t tell.” In this way, as Roth describes in fascinating detail, Silk eventually “slips the noose” of his black identity. Though haunted by the occasional rumor—that grew dimmer and dimmer as the years went by—and forever severed from normal relations with his family, Silk eventually becomes, for all intents and purposes, white. 

Although many of the details are yet to be told, Broyard's transformation into whiteness must have followed a similar course.  Whatever was involved, and despite the spectre of rumor, Broyard lived as white in the Village of the early 1950’s. He bought a bookstore, published essays, became a local raconteur, became a writing teacher at the New School for Social Research and New York University, published another spurt of essays, got a huge book contract to write an autobiographical novel (which he never finished) got hired by the New York Times as its daily book reviewer, married a white woman, and eventually moved to the suburbs of Connecticut where his chosen social identity could be even safer from his given social identity.

2. Broyard’s story illustrates the power of social identity in our lives—in his instance, the power of racial identity. As I’ve said, we think of ourselves as individuals. We stress free will, effort against circumstances, personal responsibility. But we also have social identities—our age, sex, race, religion, professional, social class, region of the country we live in, mental health status, sexual orientation, and so on. These factors too shape our lives—at least that was the subtext emerging from my research. They locate us in society, and the location they give us sets the pathways along which we live our lives, the circumstances we have to cope with in order to function. 

Broyard was an individual. He had the powers and responsibilities of an individual—for example, the power to resist the limiting conditions of his early life. But when he changed his racial identity, he changed his location in society. He changed the conditions he had to deal with, the constraints he had to face, the opportunities he would be given, the pathways he could go down. He would be met with different expectations. He could live in different places—the West Village as opposed to being segregated in Bedford Stuyvesant—he could have access to different resources such as a bank loan to buy a bookstore and a professional network that could yield a job offer from the New York Times. He could know different people. He could marry different people. His children could have access to different schools. He could become a different kind of writer. As a white man he walked the same streets in the West Village he had walked as a black man. His society had the same laws, rules, and institutions. He himself had the same talents, weaknesses, psychological traits, cultural beliefs, the same preferences, attitudes, values, etc. All of this was the same. What differed was his social identity. He was now a white man not a black man. His social location was different. From this location, the pathways his life could take were completely different. 

The influence of social identity in our lives is difficult for us to see. Life blisters along. Our focus is largely on dealing with what is in front of us. Most of the time it isn’t important that we know how the opportunities and constraints in our lives got there. The idea that they can be shaped by who we are can seem like an academic question. Sometimes, of course, we’re struck by it. Getting older is an example. When it happens, one knows that one is now dealing with a different world than when one was younger, different opportunities, different expectations from others, different ways of being treated, not all bad, but definitely different. The normally abstract idea that who we are shapes the world we deal with, becomes a fact on the ground. 

The things one has to deal with in a situation because one has a given social identity--the things that changed for Broyard when he became white, the things that change for most of us when we become older--I will call identity contingencies. I borrowed this admittedly jargonistic term from behaviorism, the approach that dominated scientific psychology throughout most of the 20th Century. It refers to the rewards and punishments in an environment that are relevant to learning a response--response contingencies as they are called. Contingencies are what an environment poses for us to cope with in order to function in it. Through them, an environment actively participates in shaping our behavior. So all of the things that an environment poses for us to cope with because we have a given social identity, I am calling identity contingencies—things like the availability of a bank loan to Broyard only when he was white, or the lowered expectations for mental alertness one might experience as an older person, or the social avoidance a Southerner might experience as his accent is heard at a New England cocktail party. These are identity contingencies. 

They can arise easily in an environment. Regular aspects of social organization are enough to create them. Think about the typical American high school cafeteria where seating is famously segregated by race. Imagine the identity contingencies this poses for a white and a black student as they enter—contingencies they know all too well simply by knowing the school culture and the larger society. The white student knows, for example, that if he sits with the black students he could be judged in unsavory ways—as trying too hard to be cool, as being inauthentic perhaps, as intruding where he isn’t welcome, and so on. He could worry that he’d get a frosty reception, that he’d say something that would be taken the wrong way, that, god forbid, he’d be seen as racist for example. The black student knows the contingencies of his identity in the cafeteria too. He knows that if he sits with the white students, other black students could see him as disloyal, as wanting to be white perhaps. He could worry that the white students wouldn’t understand the pressures he feels at school, that he couldn’t be open about them without making them feel blamed. He could worry that being himself would risk disapproval. Both identities have heavy contingencies in this lunchroom, contingencies that bring the racial history of this nation into the everyday experience of these students. To explain the lunchroom’s racial segregation, one needn’t postulate even an iota of group prejudice on the part of any student in the room. Its segregation could arise solely to avoid the bad contingencies of these two group identities. 

My point is this: contingencies are what make some feature we have rise to level of a social identity, that is, that make this feature become central to how we experience the world, to how we function and who we believe ourselves to be.  Think of the important settings of your life, your school, your work place, your family.  My argument is that if there is nothing in these settings that you have to deal with because you are a woman, or older, or have a Spanish accent, then these features—being a woman, being older, or having a Spanish accent—won’t become important social identities for you. They’ll be characteristics you have. But they won’t affect how you see the world, who you identify with, how you react emotionally to events in the world, who you relate to easily, etc. They won’t become central to who you are. I am proposing something simple: meaningful social identities arise from having to deal with important things in important situations all because you have a certain feature. In a term, social identities arise from identity contingencies. 

3. When Anatole Broyard came out of the army in the late 1940’s and contemplated his chances for a literary career in American society of that time, it was probably the contingencies of his black identity that were foremost on his mind. As I’ve said, we typically think of race as rooted in essences—possibly biological, possibly cultural—that are intrinsic and defining. But Broyard’s story of passing, like thousands of stories of passing, frustrates this tendency. Nothing of his essence—biological or cultural—changed when he passed into the white world. He was the same person. What differed were the identity contingencies he faced. To see those contingencies--the contingencies of being black in that time and place and thus the nature of identity contingencies more generally--one need only note what changed for Broyard in the course of his black-to-white transformation. 

Broyard’s second wife Sandy gave Henry Louis Gates a clue. “In passing,” she said, “you cause your family great anguish, but I also think, conversely, do we look at the anguish it causes the person who is passing? Or the anguish it was born out of?”

Broyard was consistently clear about one source of that anguish. He wanted to be a writer, not a Negro writer. A childhood friend of Broyard’s told Gates, “He (Broyard) felt that once he said, ‘I’m a Negro writer,’ he would have to write about black issues, and Anatole was such an aesthete.” He believed that if he stayed black, he’d have to write black. That’s the contingency he saw. And for a person with his literary ambition, this contingency was painfully confining. And a confined writing career wasn’t his only contingency of blackness. As I mentioned, at the time of his decision to pass, virtually every aspect of American life was racially segregated—neighborhoods, friendships, jobs, schools, bank loans. “You don’t know what it is like. It was horrible,” he later told white friends to whom he revealed his black identity. His physical appearance gave him an out, a slight of identity by which he could “slip the noose” of his blackness, of his black contingencies, and be born over to a freer life. 

You can see the theme here. As in politics, all identities are local. They stem from local particulars. Situations impose specific and concrete contingencies on people based on their group identity. That’s what makes us recognize that we have an identity and that it’s important. 

Autobiographical memory is not always trustworthy. But I have a memory of the first time I consciously realized I was black. It was when, as a 7 or 8 year-old, I learned that we “black” kids couldn’t swim at the pool in our area park, except on Wednesday afternoons. Here was an “encounter” as psychologist William Cross called these events. I’d run smack into an identity contingency. Its implications for my life seemed massive—a life of swimming just on Wednesdays? And it was an ominous portent of contingencies to come. I found out next, for example, that we “black” kids—who, by the way, lived in my neighborhood, and who had been until these encounters, just kids—couldn’t go to the area roller-rink except on Thursday nights. We could be regular people but only in the middle of the week? These were hard things to ignore. And mistakes could be costly, as when I waited all day to be hired as a caddy at a local golf course only to be told at the end of the day that they didn’t hire Negroes. This is how I became aware that I was black. I didn’t know what it meant. But like Broyard, I knew it was a big deal; it related to so many things. 

My point is that without real contingencies to deal with, being black would have been an abstraction, an idea. Among all the things there are to worry about, it wouldn’t have been that important, not for very long anyway. But keep me out of a swimming pool because of it, and, even at 7 years of age, I knew it was important. It was never the noose for me that it was for Broyard. I was of a later generation. I was exposed to different racial contingencies and to brilliantly positive things about this identity, about the people who had lived under its contingencies. This identity is important to me and it influences most things about me--tastes, preferences, perspectives, my sense of self. But I’d be foolish not to remember that the whole consciousness and personhood that goes with this identity began with a contingency of this identity, the fact of swimming on Wednesdays and sitting home the rest of the week.

4. But there is another telling of Anatole Broyard’s story, and of the experience of having a devalued group identity. In this telling, identity contingencies are largely off-stage. Center-stage is a psychological drama--a drama that over the 20th Century, as I noted earlier, has became the received wisdom about the nature of identity, and what it means to have the kind of identity Broyard went to such lengths to avoid. 

As early as the late 1920’s, a group of NAACP lawyers that included such men as Thurgood Marshall, Robert L. Carter, and Jack Greenberg had tried to devise a strategy to overturn the 1896 “separate-but-equal” Supreme Court ruling of Plessy vs. Ferguson on which the near complete racial segregation of American society was based. Finally, the Court made a decision that provided an opening. It ruled that the racial segregation of black and white law schools in Oklahoma was illegal because it deprived blacks of the “intangible” advantages of the white school—“reputation of the faculty, the experience of the administration, …the influence of the alumni, …standing in the community…” (from Sweatt vs. Painter, in Scott, 1997, p. 121). This ruling gave Robert Carter an idea: if he could point to an “intangible” negative consequence of racially segregated schools in general, he might have the grounds to overturn Plessy vs. Ferguson. 

Later on, and now in contact with the great African American social psychologist Kenneth Bancroft Clark, Carter had a second idea: if it could be shown that school segregation psychically damaged Negro children—causing feelings of inferiority and low self esteem for example--then the legal team would have what it needed, evidence that school segregation caused an intangible damage. For evidence of this intangible damage, Carter turned to Kenneth and Maime Clark—in particular, to a series of psychology experiments that grew out of Maime Clark’s master’s thesis research at Howard University. From such ordinary beginnings, these experiments became the most famous experiments in the annals of psychology—achieving the singular status of underpinning a Supreme Court ruling.

In a critical experiment, the Clarks presented 253 black children ranging in age from 3 to 7 with four dolls, two black and two white, in a sequence of white, black, white, black. Each child then rated each doll on three scales: one that measured their preference for the doll; one that measured how well the child understood the race of the doll; and one that measured how much the child saw the doll as like themselves, that is, how much they identified with the doll. What they found in this long-ago study has shaped America’s thinking about race ever since.  

They first established that the children actually did know the race of the dolls—94% of the children answered these questions correctly. And most of them seemed to identify with the colored doll—that is, 66% of them said the colored doll, not the white doll, like them. So the children understood the terms of the experiment. It was the children’s preferences—which doll they wanted to play with, saw as a nice doll, saw as a doll that looked good, saw as having a nice color—that has saddened readers of this research over the decades. Sixty-seven percent of these children rated the two white dolls as more preferable than the two black dolls. 

Nineteen thirty-nine, the year the Clarks published the first doll study, was just a few years before Anatole Broyard decided to pass as white. The going interpretation of the doll study findings at the time—and for the most part since that time--was rooted in the “psychic damage” logic described earlier:  the black children had tragically absorbed the negative images of their group projected in society, and then disliked their group, and perhaps even themselves as members of the group. It was “self-hatred,” the argument went, that led the black children in the Clarks’ studies to prefer the white dolls. 

But was this damage an “intangible” consequence of school segregation, the argument Carter and his team needed to make to the Supreme Court? The straight forward version of this argument was frustrated by another of the Clarks’ findings:  The preference for white dolls was just as strong among black participants from the more integrated Northern schools, as it was for the black participants in the segregated Southern schools. To get around this difficulty, the legal team and Kenneth Clark focused on another feature of the data. The Northern black children showed more agitation when they chose the white doll than did their Southern counterparts. In his argument to the Court, Clark offered an interpretation: The calm acceptance of a preference for white dolls by the Southern black children from segregated schools, showed that their self hatred was deeper and more internalized than the self-hatred of the Northern black students from more integrated schools who were upset by their preferences. In those times, and I believe to the benefit of us all, the Supreme Court accepted that argument. On this essentially “therapeutic” rationale—as characterized by historian Daryl Scott--the legal racial segregation of America’s schools was struck down. In his decision, Chief Justice Earl Warren explained it this way, “To separate children from others of the same age and qualifications solely because of their race, generates feelings of inferiority as to their status in the community that may affect their hearts and minds in ways unlikely to ever be undone.” 

This argument made the Brown decision an act of national therapy—school desegregation to help black children feel better about themselves and their group—thus diminishing its political resistance. It was an essential step forward for American society. Yet within this therapeutic rationale was a Faustian bargain: it helped rid us of school segregation, but it reinforced the idea that a chief problem of black experience—stemming from segregation and more generally from negative images of blacks projected in society--was self doubt and self-hatred. It would make this characterization of the black psyche—and the psyche of other stigmatized groups—a center-stage explanation for how they faired in society and for why they do what they do. 

In this view, Broyard’s passing, like black children’s doll preferences, is an act of identity-escape. The drama is psychological. Having absorbed negative societal images of black people, he hates himself because he is black. Having the option to escape—by dint of his physical appearance—he takes it. There is less sympathy for Broyard in this view. When the drama behind his passing is psychological, passing seems less forced, more chosen, like a betrayal of self and group. Surely he could have found another way. And that he didn’t, is…a bit contemptible, inauthentic. The observer’s perspective, missing context, is rarely compassionate. To observers, black or white, Broyard would seem tragic, someone who lost the struggle for self-respect against the psychological demons of racial self-hatred. 

This is what struck me about the Henry Louis Gates profile of Broyard. Gates didn’t describe Broyard’s decision as the result of a strictly psychological drama, a drama of self-hatred and escape. He took the perspective less of an observer and more of an actor, putting Broyard in context, the context of contingencies tied to his blackness in that time and place. This made Broyard more than just an imposter. He was not someone to be excused. But neither was he someone who simply failed to deal with his “feelings” about being black. Rather, there were pragmatic concerns, major pragmatic concerns about where he would live, what career he could have, whether or not he could get access to capital, what opportunities his children would have. Betrayal is betrayal. And that is what Broyard did. But many people faced with the same concerns, given the same opportunity to escape, would do what he did. As I’ve said, many people, in fact, did do what he did. Bert Williams, the great African American comedian of the early 20th Century put it this way, “I have never been able to discover that there is anything disgraceful about being a Negro, but I have to concede, I have found it inconvenient”.

Of course, the point I am making is a point about identity more generally, about all social identities, being older, younger, a lawyer, a priest, gay, from the South, etc. “Psychologizing” about internal traits that correlate with these identities can’t fully explain them. To do that, the contingencies—past and ongoing—to which they are an adaptation have to be brought into view. 

But what about the doll preferences of the black children in the Clarks’ studies? Didn’t they reflect these children’s internalized feelings about their race? Possibly. But contingencies may have been involved as well. Perhaps they preferred white dolls to signal that they could be ecumenical in friendship. Perhaps they were resisting segregation, being grouped with only black children. Perhaps they were whistling Vivaldi. I can’t know. And, despite their portrayal in the Brown decision, the doll studies are famously difficult to interpret. Nor would I deny internalized racial feelings on the part of these children. These children may have had them, and their doll preferences may have reflected them. But their preferences may reflect the play of identity contingencies too—contingencies in their past or present, contingencies just beyond an observer’s perspective, contingencies that like Broyard’s contingences, make preferring a white doll more pragmatic than self-hating. 

5. If social identities are rooted in contingencies, they shouldn’t last very long when severed from those contingencies. For better or worse, social identities shouldn’t travel that well.


In a recent National Public Radio episode of This American Life, the host, Ira Glass, interviewed several Americans living in Paris. He wanted to know “why so many Americans have a love affair with Paris?” One of his interests was in African American expatriation—referring to the long tradition of expatriation to Paris by African American writers and artists, like James Baldwin, Josephine Baker, Richard Wright and countless jazz musicians. This community of expatriates is a fabled community dating back to the early 20th century. Tours of it are offered to this day. Ira Glass asked a young African American woman who had been living in Paris for several years if African American expatriation was still what it had been cracked up to be?


She began her answer with a description of her life in the United States. She was born in Brooklyn and raised there in a housing project. She was a good student, a fact that hadn’t always helped with her peers. She got into a good college and hoped for a better school experience. But there too she had problems fitting in. The middle-class black women she tried to befriend saw her as a “project girl”. She saw them as “putting the ‘B’ in ‘bougie”. There was persistent tension. Neither were the white women a recourse; they, she said, just didn’t have much to do with her. And then there was the larger context of race relations in the U.S. Our society, reflecting its history and ongoing ways of life, is still deeply organized by race, a fact that affects many aspects of life, a fact that establishes many contingencies of identity for all of us especially perhaps for a black woman from a Brooklyn housing project.


Then, a plane ride to Paris. She had come on a lark, but finding it beautiful and comfortable, she gets work and tackles the language seriously. She moves in, committing to it her indefinite future.


Ira Glass asked her about her experience of race in Paris. Her mood elevates; a happiness comes through. She said she is still black in Paris, but it isn’t the most central thing about her when she meets people. Her blackness, she says, especially as an educated black person, doesn’t mean the same thing to people in Paris that I does in the U.S. She describes Parisian’s affection for African Americans, their romance with jazz and African American writers. She says she is met first as a full person in Paris.


She quickly notes that the French are no less prejudiced than any one else. She describes their lack of affection for North African immigrants, former colonials—many of whom look like she does. She describes how her American-accented French helps her avoid being confused as North African. She says the relationship between the French and North Africans has similarities to that between white and black Americans, but that French society is even less open to incorporating its minorities than American society.  She says that no matter how good her French gets, she will never be taken in as fully French.


Nonetheless, she said that sometimes riding on the subway she finds herself, beneath her breath, thanking the French for letting her live in their country. She says she feels at home in Paris, that, in all likelihood, she will not repatriate to the states.


All identities are local, I have been arguing. They are rooted in local contingencies. When this woman went to Paris, she changed identity contingencies. And with the change, the psychological, everyday importance of her identities changed. In Paris, being a black American had considerably less importance to her everyday life. Occasionally, it could even elicit affection. Moreover, she’d left her “project girl” identity, and its conflict with “bougie” girls, completely behind. Absolutely nothing she had to deal with in her Parisian life related to these identities. No contingencies, no identity is the argument. As Glass put it, the central, defining identity conflict of her life in America, simply vanished in Paris.


She had achieved in Paris, much of what Broyard had achieved by passing.  In passing you change your race but keep your country. In expatriation you keep your race but change your country. Yet both strategies would seem to be different sides of the same coin—the pursuit of less limiting contingencies of identity.


This is not to say that this African American in Paris had no vestiges of her African American identity. Vestiges would surely remain: preferences for hamburgers and BBQ, for how some things should be done, for certain ways that people relate to each other, for certain kinds of music, an interest in baseball scores. She might take great pleasure in the company of other American expatriates. But these internal dispositions from her African American identity would be less pertinent to her new life and might even fade with time. Her more immediate concern would be her more immediate contingencies, the one’s she has to deal with because she’s an African American immigrant in Paris.


At her stage of immigration she was finding the U.S.-French exchange of identity contingencies favorable—the contingencies of the project girl replaced by those of the educated African American in Paris. She was relieved to find such a place.


Still looking over her shoulder as she talked, I wondered what line is drawn when you can’t be taken in as “French”. Does it mean that you can’t run for office, can’t be part of the professional class, can’t be a doctor, a professor? 


It also occurred to me that expatriation is not a tactic you can easily retreat from. To come back from Paris, our expatriate would have to learn the contemporary American contingencies of her old identities, of her gender identity, her racial identity. Contingencies change. The longer she stays away, the more she would have to learn in order to return. Expatriation carries a risk: that of being stranded in the new identity. Passing would carry this risk too. This may be why it was so difficult for Broyard to tell his children who he was. Doing so would have committed him to repatriation, to forging some new black identity against new black contingencies. His wife, Sandy, told Gates that she would periodically plead with Broyard to tell the children. He steadfastly refused. The rigors of “coming home”—learning how to handle the new contingencies of his old identity as a black—would have been formidable, especially from so visible a position.


These thoughts occurred to me as I listened to Ira Glass’ interview of the African American expatriate in Paris. But if they occurred to her, she wasn’t yet bothered by them.

*                 *                 *


The experiments I was doing with my colleagues were pressing an idea. They were showing that something generally thought to emanate from an internal capacity associated with social identity—as the level of women’s math performance might emanate from women’s math ability—could be changed dramatically by changing contingencies of that identity, by changing, in this research, the degree to which test takers were at risk of confirming bad stereotypes about their group. We got these effects almost every time we went into the lab. They were certainly more than a parlor trick, but they were just as reliable.


And the phenomena of identity change—“passing” and expatriation—suggested that what we were seeing in the lab was the tip of an iceberg, an outcropping of a more fundamental fact about social identity. They suggested that the degree to which a given social identity had any presence in a person’s life depended on contingencies—realities down on the ground that the person had to deal with because they had the identity. Take these contingencies away by allowing the person to “pass”, or change these contingencies by allowing the person to expatriate out of them, and the whole identity could fall to irrelevance. A relocation to Paris, and the defining identity conflict of a person’s life could vanish.


What did this say about social identity? What did this say about what would have to be remedied in order to make progress on the problems that began our research? Two conclusions seemed unavoidable. First, it seems clear that our social identities are adaptations to the particular circumstances of our lives, what I am calling identity contingencies. Beyond helping us to cope with these circumstances, the perspectives, emotional tendencies, values, ambitions, habits, etc. that make up the dispositional side of our social identities, would just gradually leak out of our psyche’s and be gone. The second conclusion foreshadows the more pragmatic direction this book is going. If you want to change the behaviors and outcomes associated with social identity—say too few women in computer science—don’t focus on changing the internal manifestations of the identity—values, attitudes, etc. Focus instead on changing the contingencies to which all of that internal stuff is an adaptation. To borrow again from Bert Williams: don’t worry about changing, in his terms, something “disgraceful” about being a Negro, change instead the “inconvenience” of being a Negro, change the contingencies of the identity.

