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although being ‘nerdy’ is a more negative stereotype than being
academically accomplished, as applied to Asian-Americans, the latter
attribution often tends to imply, or carry with it, the former.*

Historical  and social context introduces. an 1mportant' level of
complexity to the overall assessment of the content of a stereotype. For
example, I earlier mentioned the positive stereotype of Blacks as good
dancers. But considering this attribution in historical context suggests a
different or at least more complex evaluative valence. The good dancing
stereotype arose from the slave era, and was part of an image of the
‘happy-go-lucky’ slave, dancing and singing and having a good time. It
carried with it ‘assumptions of an inherent inability to be serious,
rational, responsible; busy, industrious.’® It was an image that served as
part of the elaborate ideology that rationalized slavery (and colonialism)
to Whites. Since the legacy of slavery continues to haunt contemporary
Blacks, this historical resonance tends to infect the ‘good dancer’
stereotype, adding an element of negative valence to it. Related to this,
the good dancer stereotype itself tends to invoke the idea that Blacks are
mentally weak—they are good at activities ‘of the body’ (like dancing)
but not of the intellect.

Not everyone who expresses a stereotype is necessarlly aware of the
historical associations that would be likely to be made in the minds of the
targets of the stereotype. (Indeed, not every member of the target group
is aware of these associations either, although some may have absorbed
the valence of the stereotype without fully knowing what that valence is
based on.) In this way, the historical association differs from the explicit
content from a moral perspective. Every competent agent is aware of the
difference in moral valence between ‘terrorist’ and ‘fundamentalist’,
‘violent’ and ‘good dancer’, ‘money-grubbing’ and ‘intelligent’. But not

31 In her research on Asian American youth, Lee reports a distinet group (which she calls
‘new wave’ Asian Americans) who ‘feared that the model minority stereotype contributed to
the image that Asians are nerds.’ (Unraveling the ‘Model Minority' Stereotype, 117). -

32 Pickering, Stereotypes, 13. Pickering is actually discussing the Sambo image in the British
context, but his description suits the American one as well. :
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every competent agent knows the historical associations of particular
stereotypes. A more fine-tuned assessment than can be provided here of
the moral fault involved in stereotyping would have to set standards for
what historical, cultural, and social knowledge it is reasonable to expect
of differently placed persons and groups. But we can at least say that in
_assessing the bad of stereotypes, both their explicit content and their
historical and social associations must be taken account of. '

Stereotyping in The Passion of the Christ
The extraordinarily successful 2004 film The. Passion of the Christ, created
and directed by Mel Gibson, is a particularly useful text for illustrating
the role of historical context in the assessment of the bad of cultural
stereotypes. The film portrays the final twelve hours of Jesus’s life,
dwelling primarily on his brutalization, mutilation, suffering, and
crucifixion. Two distinct groups—Romans and Jews—are shown as
responsible for Christ’s suffering and death. In assessing the filmic
portrayals of these two groups, one must keep in mind the particular
genre of the film—the historical drama. Many films, of course, portray
members of distinct groups in unsympathetlc ways. However, whatever is
morally problematic in such portrayals is greatly intensified when it is
taken for granted, and intended, that the audience will: see the film as
‘the way things really were.’ ' : ¥

Both the Jews and the Romans are represented, in the ‘main, in a very
unflattering manner. The Jews’ spiritual leader, Calaphas, is shown as
concerned primarily about power; there is no hint of a genuine religious
or spmtual presence. The Jews themselves are mainly shown as a mob,
screaming for Jesus’s death as a false prophet. A Satanic figure flits
through the Jewish crowd in several scenes, forging an association
between Jews and the Devil. The Jews are bloodthirsty; and the film
suggests that it is they who are historically responsible for Jesus’s death,
as the Roman governor, Pontius Pilate, is portrayed as sé_ntencing Jesus
to-death not because he wants to but because he is afraid of a Jewish
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uprising against him.»

The Romans are also very unsympathetlcally portrayed Most of the
Romans in the film are soldiers, and it is they who are the immediate
agents’ of Jesus’s suffering. They are portrayed primarily as brutal and.
sadistic.% As the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops states in its review
of the film, ‘The Roman soldiers are unimaginably—even gleefully—
sadistic in flaying Jesus within an inch of his life.”s

“From the point of view of content of the images of these two groups
in the film, it would not be easy to say which was worse. One group sets
in motion Jesus’s suffering, but does not actually carry it out; the other
has no important stake in Jesus’s death, and no ultimate responsibility
for making it happeAn, but is its direct agent. However, the larger
historical context relevant to an assessment of the harm of the
stereotypes of the two groups reveals a substantial moral difference. The
representation of Romans does not correspond to an historically based
cultural stereotype of that group, while the representation of Jews does.
That is, there is no existing salient stereotype of Romans as brutal or -
sadistic, nor, indeed, is there any contemporary group that popular
thought clearly associates with Romans. By contrast, the film’s image of
Jews as Christ-killers, as in league with the Devil, as stubbornly refusing
to accept Christ and Christianity, as spiritually bankrupt and misguided,
are all deeply embedded in Western -culture® and have continuing
cultural salience in the present.

Furthermore, these stereotypes have been an important source and
component of Jew hatred throughout history and into the contemporary

88 There are occasional sympathetic Jewish characters in The Passion (almost entirely in the
second half of the film) emerging from the crowd following Jesus on the way to his
crucifixion to extend kindness or help to him. )
.34 There are some sympathetic Roman characters in The Passion—Pilate’s wife, who
suspects that Jesus is an authentic savior, a soldier who eschews the brutality and is kind to
Jesus, and others. )
35 U.S Conference of Catholic Bishops, review of The Passion of the Christ at Film and
Broadcasting website: www.usccb.org/movies/p/thepassionofthechrist.htm.
36 Robert Wistrich, Anti-Semitism: The Longest Hatred (New York: Schocken, 1991).
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era. In particular, especially during the Middle Ages but after as well,
: pré'sentations of ‘passion plays’ on Easter utilizing imagery of Jews
similar to that employed in the film, often led to pogroms against Jews.
The historically deleterious effects of the sorts of images prominent in
The Passion of the Christ have been officially recognized by the Roman
Catholic Church. In its efforts to root out or diminish anti-Semitism
within the Church, and in recognition of the distinctly Christian
contribution to historical anti-Semitism, the Vatican has disseminated
‘Criteria for Evaluation of Dramatizations of the Passion’. Opposing
‘negative stereotypes’ that it says ‘seem to form the stock ideas of many
Christians,” the document puts forth guidelines such as ‘Jews should not
be portrayed as avaricious (e.g. in Temple money-changer scenes);
.bloodthirsty ... or implacable enemies of Christ (e.g. by changing the
small ‘crowd’ at the governor’s palace into a teeming mob).”” The Passion
of The Christ clearly violates such guidelines.

Thus, when one looks at cultural imagery not only in terms of its
manifest content but in its historical and cultural context; a large
difference in moral valence opens up between the negative portrayals of
Romans and of Jews in The Passion. The power of film as a medium, and
the linking of the imagery to religious belief render particularly
disturbing the potential harm of the images of Jews in the film, that has
no counterpart in the case of the Romans. l,

The Different Bads in Stereotyping: A Rough Classification

How does the bad connected with the two dimensions of stereotype"
content—manifest content and historical/cultural associations—relate to
the bad involved in stereotyping per se? We normally assume that it is a
bad thing if Jews are seen as Christ-killers, if Blacks are seen as stupid or
violent, if Asians are seen as deceitful, and that badness is not only the
bad of being morally distanced or ‘othered,” not beir}g seen as an

37 U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, The Bible, the Jews, and the Death of Jesus: A collection
of Catholic Documents, 75, 76, 77 The Bishops' review of the film, cited in note 35, fails to
take note of the film’s violation of the Church’s own strictures as set out here,
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individual, and having one’s group not be seen in its full diversity. It is a
more particularized bad, connected with a group being seen in a
particular demeaning, unjust, socially stigmatizing, or otherwise
undesirable and unwarranted manner. If I am Black, I would naturally
feel wronged if I were viewed as violent simply because I am Black, and I
would also wish to be seen as an individual, and for the other to see me
as a fellow human being with whom she is able to identify. But these are

- distinct disvalues (and values); they are not simply different names for
the same thing.

The bad in being seen in an unwarranted and socially disvalued
manner can be thought of as falling into two categories—an intrinsic and
an instrumental bad. The instrumental bad involves the way that being
seen as havihg the trait in question in a stereotypic fashion leads to
further bad consequences. When The Passion of the Christ was first
released, some commentators objected to the image of Jews in the film
on the grounds that it might incite anti-Jewish violence or vandalism.
(Although such anti-Semitic incidents are on the rise in parts of Europe,
I know of no reports of such incidents anywhere the film has been shown
[the U.S. included].) Such incidents would render the stereotypical
imagery in the film mstrumentally bad.

In a moment, I will discuss forms of instrumental badness in more
detail. Here I want to focus on the intrinsic badness of being stereotyped
in a socially undesirable manner. Earlier, I argued that stereotyping
someone or a group is a form of misrelationship to them—a failure to
accord proper respect or acknowledgment. Something similar can be
said of stereotyping them with a socially disvalued trait, such as violence-
proneness, dishonesty, overemotionality. Independent of any further
bad consequences, this stereotyping constitutes a form of disrespect, a
way of misrelating to the stereotyped other. As I argued above, it is a
different form of misrelationship than that involved in (content-
independent) stereotyping—masking individuality, masking internal
diversity, ‘and intensifying moral distance. But it is a form of
misrelationship nevertheless, the badness of which is not analyzable in
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terms of further bad consequences to which the stereotyplng, or-
presence of the cultural stereotype, leads.

Moreover, this content-dependent misrelationship comes in
something like degrees—roughly, the more disvalued the trait in the
stereotype, the greater the disrespect to the group. This is why it is more
disrespectful (everything else being equal) to stereotype a group as
violence-prone than as overemotional.

Instmmental bad of stereotypes

One might question whether the instrumental bad of stereotypes really
plays a substantial part in what is wrong with stereotypes. For it seems
that we can seldom point to a direct causal link between the presence of
a cultural stereotype, or a particular expressing of a stereotype, and an
undesirable effect. We seem generally to condemn stereotypes without
feeling that we need to demonstrate such a causal link. This may suggest
that the intrinsic bad of stereotypes is carrying the moral weight of their
~ condemnation.

At the same time, I think that if we reflect on it, our condemnatlon of
particular stereotypes, i.e. of stereotypical content (not only of content-
independent stereotyping in general) seems to us bound up with a
‘supposition that these objectionable stereotypes do play sqme causal role
in harming the groups stereotyped, even if the prec1se nature of the
causality can not be spelled out with any degree of prec1san. We assume,
with good reason, that stereotypes of indigenous peoplé as uncivilized
was part of a rationale employed by Europeans for subordinating,
enslaving, displacing, destroying their culture, and killing them. We
assume that stereotypes of Jews as economic parasites, Christ-killers,
allies of the Devil were part of a toxic stew of ideas and images, discussed
above, that led to persecu'tibn and.pogroms against Jews throughout the
Christian world, and, with the later addition of other steréotypes of Jews
as international conspirators and financiers, leeches, ‘and  socialists,
contributed to the Holocaust. :

A particularly good case study to examine this matter is Blacks in
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segregated areas (often called ‘ghettos’) of large cities in the United
States. This group has been much studied, with a view to understanding
the causes of the severe deprivation of these communities. The causes
seem to be multiple, complex, and intertwining; they are historical,
social, economic, political, .cultural. They include, for example, direct
discrimination in housing, the changing character of available jobs (for
example, their increasing requirement of higher education, and their
location to the suburbs), the effects of concentrated poverty itself,
inferior schools, patterns of behavior and values adopted by residents of
these communities, the political unwillingness of the American electorate
to -support substantial public expenditure in these communities, and
others. : _
Some researchers have recently begun to focus on the role of
stereotypes in this mix—for example, Whites' negative views of Blacks.
and their affecting ‘whites willingness to share residential space with
blacks' and that, in turn, contributing to Blacks’ confinement in
hypersegregated and severely disadvantaged communities.*® (The focus
is not only on stereotypes as bringing about these conditions, but as the
product of them as well.) This attention to stereotypes is interesting
because a familiar tradition of social science explanation eschews such
" ‘mental’ factors in favor of measurable economic conditions, institutional
structures, historical forces, and the like. It lends some scientific
legitimacy to the intuition mentioned above, that stereotypes are part of
a complex mix of causal factors, and that they play an inextricable part
in these factors causing harm to stereotyped group. '

Steele’s ‘Stereotype Threat’ Hypothesis

Some ' stereotype research takes the issue of causality one step further,

attempting to make a direct causal connection between the existence or

salience of a-cultural stereotype, and a deleterious consequence to the

group stereotyped. A particularly elegant example of this research is

38 Bobo and Massagli, ‘Stereotyping and Urban Inequality’, 97.
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Claude Steele’s ‘stereotype threat’ hypothesis. In a series of remarkable
~ and oft-cited experiments, the psychologist Claude Steele has suggested
a direct. causal link between the existence of a cultural stereotype and
underperformance on various tasks by members of target groups. His
most studied group is African Americans, although he has constructed
experiments with Whites, women, men, Asian Americans, and other
groups, with comparable outcomes of the experiments.
Steele. makes the plausible assumption that, in the United States at
least, there exists a cultural stereotype of African Americans as less
“intelligent than Whites and other groups.* Matching African American
and white students at a major university on previous levels of
achievement, he places them in a test-taking situation. Some African
Americans are subjected to an activating of the cultural stereotype—for
example, by being told that the test is a test of intelligence. Others are
told something that can plausibly be seen as muting or canceling the |
effect of the stéréqtype——for example, that the test is a study of the way
different people solve problems, but is not a tést of intellectual ability.
Steele finds that the first group performs poorly compared with the
" White group, while the second performs as well as the White group.®
What produces this differential? One seemingly plausible hypothesis
is that the Blacks have actually internalized the stereotype of themselves:
as intellectually inferior—that is, they have some cognitive attachment
(which may or may not rise the level of an actual belief) in the view of
 themselves as’ 1ntellectuall_y inferior—and that the actlyatmg of the
stereotype brings discouragement or self-doubt to the fore in the test-

39 Bobo provides support for this supposition, in ‘Racial” Attitudes and Relations at the
Close of the Twentieth Century’, in Smelser ¢ al (eds.), America Becoming, 278. Bobo notes
the changé in the form of this stereotype in the past five decades, from an innatist to a
culturalist understanding of why, in the mind of Whites, Blacks are ‘less intelligent’,

40 Claude Steele, ‘Stereotype Threat and African-American Student ‘Achievement’, in
Theresa Perry, Claude Steele, and Asa Hilliard 111, Young, Gifled, and Black (Boston, MA:
Beacon Press, 2008): 109-130. See also Steele and Joshua Aronson, ‘Stereotype Threat and
the Test Performance of Academically Successful African Americans', in Christopher Jencks
and Meredith Phillips (eds.), The Black-White Test Score Gap (Washmgton, D.C.: Brookings
Institution, 1998): 401 427
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taking situation. The internalization of the stereotype thus has the
‘unfortunate -effect of being self-validating by perversely producing
behavior (doing poorly on the test) that conforms to the stereotype.
Indeed, internalizing of stereotypes, especially negative ones, is an
important way that stereotypes harm their target groups.* '
However, Steele rejects the view that stereotype threat works through
" stereotype internalization.? He hypothesizes that the way stereotypes
operate to depress achievement for the African American students is that
the fear of cdnﬁrming the stereotypes in the eyes of others makes them
unable to give their full and productive attention to the task at hand. It is
thus the bare existence of the cultural stereotype, and the subject’s
salient awareness of it in the performance situation, that depresses
achievement. o
Steele’s argument seems to assume two distinct forms of awareness of
cultural stereotypes by individual target group members. One is their
mere awareness of the existence of the stereotype as widely shared in the
culture. A second is the activating of the stereotype in a particular
setting. (Presumably, the latter would not take place without the former,
If a Black test taker were not aware of the existence of the stereotype,
saying that the test she was about to take is a test of intellectual ability
would not be sufficient to put that stereotype in her mind.) Steele’s
-findings suggest that ‘mere awareness’ is not enough for the harm to the
group in question. For we can assume that the control group that is told
that the test before them does not test their ability is still aware of the
stereotype of blacks as being intellectually inferior; yet Steele finds that
this latter group performs as well as Whites of comparable ability. So it is
the heightened awareness of the stereotype caused by its activating in the "
performance situation, ratheér than mere awareness, that causes the harm

41 Research on stereotypes and prejudice suggests, for example, that Black Americans
share many of the same stereotypes of their own group than non-Blacks do, although
Blacks are more likely than Whites to affirm positive attributes of their group along with
the stereotypical negative ones. See Paul Sniderman and Thomas Piazza, The Scar of Race
Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993: 45-46.

49 Steele, ‘Stereotype Threat,’ 116f.
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in question.*

Note also that the harm caused by stereotypes operating in the mode
of stereotype threat is not dependent on a specific stereotyper or, more
generally, an agent of stereotyping. Stereotype threat depends on two
conditions, neither one 1nvolv1ng a distinct stereotyper—an awareness of
the cultural stereotype, and a situational activation that heightens
consciousness of the stereotype in the moment.

It is remarkable to have such a direct and partially quant1ﬁable
empirical link between the existence of a cultural stereotype and a harm
to the target group.* Were such measures able to be developed with
respect to specific stereotypes in genéral, it might become easier to
distinguish the instrumental from the intrinsic bads of stereotyping and
of particular cultural stereotypes. For now, we may have to be content
with plausible suppositions of stereotypes’ role in extrinsic harms to
groups; but also with an inability to sharply distinguish recognitional and
- respect harms of particular stereotypes from extrinsic or instrumental
ones.

43 As far as I know, Steele does not further discuss the significance of the distinction
between a standing, background awareness and a situationally-activated awareness. But it is
‘suggestive of an jmportant line of inquiry concerning the harm of stereotyping. For
example, perhaps not everyone who is aware of the existence of a negative stereotype of
her group is subject to stereotype threat, Perhaps some people are so‘confident in their
own ability to achieve, or to perform in the manner that the stereotype calls into question,
and are so deeply convinced of the falsity of the implied view of their group, that they do
not experience anxiety about confirming it. Perhaps this suggests that, while those who are
vulnerable to stereotype threat have not necessarily internalized the stereotype, they may
well remain in some way beholden to or cognitively invested in it. With respect to ‘Black
intellectual inferiority’ stereotypes, Lani Guinier suggests that second generation Black
immigrants (from Africa or the Caribbean) may not be vulnerable to stereotype threat,
although they may be perfectly aware of its existence. (L. Guinier, ‘Our Preference for the
- Privileged’, Boston Globe, July 9, 2004, A13.)
. 44 Steele’s data is confined to experimental situations. Massey e al., The Source of the River:
" The Social Origins of Freshmen at America’s Selective Colleges. and Universities (Princeton, N.J.:
. Princeton University Press, 2003) finds some evidence that college students’ levels of actual
achjevement in college is affected by stereotype threat as Steele understands that concept.
Qited in Larry L. Rowley, ‘Dissecting the Anatomy of African-American Inequality: The
- Impact of Racial Stigma and Social Origins on Group Status and College Achxevement in
Educational Researcher, vol. 33, #4, May 2004, 19. :
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Conclusion
Stereotypes are false or misleading associations between a group and an
attribute that are held by their subjects in a rigid manner, resistant to
counterevidence. To stereotype a group (or an individual qua member of
the group) is to have some cognitive investment in such an association;
the cognitive investment need not rise to the level of an actual belief, but
it must be more than the mere recognition that such an association is
“widespread in some relevant social milieu, such as one’s society.
Stereotypes and stereotyping, in the sense described, involve
cognitive distortions in the subject’s view of other persons (members of
the stereotyped group). Such distortions involve various moral bads. as
well, All' stereotyping, qua stereotyping, involves a masking of the
individuality of individual members of the stereotyped groups, a
masking of the internal diversity within the stereotyped group, and an
intensified moral distancing from the stereotyped group.
 Beyond these failures of recognition and respect, the particular
content of stereotypes involves other harms and forms of wronging of
others. In assessing these bads in light of the particular content of a
stereotype, one must assess how demeaning or otherwise disrespectful
that content is, as well as historical and cultural associations of that
content. No doubt other features of stereotypes and stereotyping are
pertinent to this sort of moral assessment as well.# Moral philosophy

45 An example of a further dimension of the moral assessment of stereotypes beyond the
scope of this paper bears on the assessment of specific, individual manifestations of a
cultural stereotype—such as a filmic portrayal or a picture in a textbook, meant to indicate
something general about a group. For example, when Halle Berry, an African American,
. won an Academy Award in 2001 for her performance in Monster’s Ball, some people felt
that her portrayal was stereotypic in the sense thdt her character was oversexualized and
hysterical, a stereotypic image of Black women familiar in American popular cilture and
thought. However, it is possible to accept such a characterization while also believing that
Berry's character was a richly complex and human one, not at all one dimensional. So it
would be stereotypical in the sense of exemphfymg a cultural stereotype; but it would not
be as objectionable as a one-dimensional portrayal that conformed to the same stereotype.
(Some might say that, in tHe former case, there was no stereotype at-all, that two-
dimensionality renders a portrayal non-stereotypical, even if the character possesses traits
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should join social psychology and cultural studies in investigating this
central dimension of the significance of stereotypes.

University of Massachusetts,“Boston
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corresponding to a cultural stereotype. I am not taking a stand on this semantic issue, but
only noting the moral difference between the two types of portrayals.)

A further variable in the assessment of individual stereotypical portrayals or images is
whether that portrayal exists in the context of several other portrayals or images of the
target group in question, and whether the range of portrayals associates the group in
. question with several non-stereotypic attributes. For example, if a film has one Black
female character who is hypersexualized but several other Black female characters who are
not, then the former may be, for that reason, less objectionable, since the larger context

taken as a whole does not portray Black females in a stereotypic fashion. (Again, some
" might take this one step further and say that the one portrayal of the Black female as
hypersexualized is not stereotypic, precisely on the grounds that Black females as a whole
* are not so portrayed.) :



