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Although the concept of justifi~atiun h s  played a signilicant role in many su~1.11 
psychological rheories, its presence in recent examinetio~~s of stercorypir~g 11.1~ been rnln- 
imal. We describe and evaluate previous notions of stereotyping as ego-~urri&ation and 
group-ju~~iJkation and propose an additional accounr, that of j y ~ t m - j u r t ~ ~ a t i o n ,  wllicll 
relers ro psychological processes contributing to the preservation of existing social 
arrangements even at the expense of personal and group interest. It is argued that the 
notion of system-justification is necessary to accounr for previously unexplained [Jlle- 
nomena, most notably the participation by Jisadvantaged individuals and groups in 
negative stereotypes of themselves. and the consensual nature of stereotypic bcl~rfs 
despite difkrences in social relations within and between social groups. Wr offer a selcc- 
rive review of existing research that demonstrates the role of stereotypes in the produc- 
tion of false consciousness and develop the implications of a systern-justificati~~n 
approach. 

[Tlhe rationalizing and justilj4ng function of a stereotypr rxcecds its funrt~on as a rrflrcrur uf gruup 
a t t r i b u t e s 4 .  W. Allpun (1958, p. 192). 

The concept of justification, in the sense of an ideu beang med toprmdJe Iegilinwz)! o r  ~uppor l  
fw another idca orfor ~ o m r  fm ofbebaviour, has played a prominent role in social psycho- 
logical theorizing. The notion that people will justify some state of affairs, to themselves 
and to others, has been explicit or implicit in psychoanalytic theory (Freud, 1946), social 
comparison theory (e.g. Festinger, 1954; Suls & Wills, 1991), cognitive dissonance the- 
ory (Festinger, 1957; Wicklund & Brehm, 19761, self-perception theory (Bem, 1972), 
attribution theory (e.g. Heider, 1958; Jones, Kanouse, Kelley, Nisbett, Valins & Weiner. 
1972; Kelley, 1967). self-presentation theory (e.g. Jones, 1964; Schlenker, 1980), theo- 
ries of human reasoning (e.g. Nisbett & Ross, 1980; Tversky & Kahneman, 1974), just- 
world theory (Lerner, 1980), social identity theory (e.g. Hogg & Abrams, 1988; Tajfel, 
1978; Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 1986), and self-affirmation theory (Sterle, 1988). Empirical 
research has demonstrated that people seek explanations or justifications for, irrrer aha: 

(a) social events (e.g. Rrickman, 1987; Ilastie, 1984; 1 lewsronc. IW9; Mc(:ll~rc, 1991 ; 
McLaughlin, Cody & Read, 1992; Tajfel, 1 ga la ,  6)  

(b) their own thoughts, feelings, and behavioun (e.g. Aronson & Mills, 1959; Festinger 
& Carlsmich, 1959; Grecnwald, 1980; Manhall & Zimbardo, 1979; Monson & 
Snyder, 1977; Schachter & Singer, 1962; Schwarz & Clore, 1988, Scott & Lyman, 
1968; Zanna & Rempel, 1988; Zillman, 1978) 

*Requcsrs fw reprints 
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(1) aggressive or discriminatory behaviours (e.g. Bandura, 1983; Bar-Tal, 1989, 1990; 
Brock & Buss, 1964; Lifton, 1986; Martin, Scully & Levitt, 1990; Scully & Marolla, 
1984; Staub, 1989; Sykes & Matza, 1957) 

('1) their statlls or position (e.g. Chaikin & Darley, 1973; Gerard, 1957; Janoff-Bulman, 
1992; K~l i~ i i s ,  1976; Miller & Porter, 1983; Ross, Amabile & Steinmetz, 1977; 
Sampson, 1969; Sidanius, 1993). 

(t.1 the statub or position of others (e.g. Cialdini, Kenrick & Hocrig, 1976; Darley & 

Gross, 1983; Eagly. 1987; Eagly & Steffen, 1984; Hoffmann & Hurst. 1990; Howard, 
1984; Ixrner, 1980; Pepitone, 1950; Ross er al., 1977; Ryan, 197 I; Sampson, 1969; 
Sidanius, 1993; Scotland, 1959) 

(1) the aggrcsive or discriminatory acts of other in-group members (e.6. Bar-Tal, 1989, 
1990; k I o g g  C(: Abrams, 1988; LaPiere, 1936; LaViolette & Silvert, 195 1 ; Struch & 

Scl~wartz. 1989; Tajfcl, 1978, 1 9 8 1 ~ .  h )  
( g )  prevailing social conditions (e.g. Bem & Hem, 1970; Blumentl~al, Kahn, Andrews & 

1 lead, 1972; Campbell & LVine,  1968; Howard & Pike, 1986; Kahn, 1972; Kluegel 
& Smith. 1986; Lerner, 1980; Samuelson & Zeckhauser, 1987; Sidanius, in press; 
Sirlanius R Pratto, 1993; Tetltxk, 1992; 'Tyler, 1990; Tyler & McGraw, 1986). 

Intlrcd, 111e sriond halCofthe 20th century in social psychology mity well be remembered 
as an era of rcsrarch on justification. We  p i n t  out the extensive attention to the concept 
of justificaticm in t)rder to note its striking absence in theory and particularly in research 
t r ~ l  s t r r e o t y p ~ ~ ~ g .  

In this p;ll)er. we rrvirw prevlous work on rgo-jus~i/iiir~ron and Rru~r/~-ju~~i/krrfion' and 
1)uild on thrni to propose a third category of justification which we term system- 
; l /~~lf ;cd~hI .  l3rielly stated, ego-iustification refers to the notion that stereotypes develop 
in order to protect the position or behaviour of the self (e.g. Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, 
Itvinson & Siinford, 1950; Katz & Bnly, 1935; Lippmann, 1922). Group-justification 
views asstlmr that stereotyping emerges in the service of protecting not just the individ- 
ual ego, but I I W  status or conduct of the social group as a whole (e.g. I logg & Abrams, 
1988; tluici, 1984; Tajfel, 1 9 8 1 ~ .  6). While both views are important and useful, they 
each lrave some key issues unaddressed. Chief among these is the phenomenon of nega- 
tive stereotyping of the self or the in-group, and the degree to which stereotypes are 
widcly sharecl across individuals and social groups. In response to these issues, we propose 
tllat [he concept of system-justitication is necessary to address adequately the social func- 
r ions of stereotyping (t f. Sidanius & Pratto, 1993). 

System-justification is the psychological process by wl~ich existing social arrangements 
;Ire Iegirimi~cJ,  even at the expense of personal and group interest. In chis paper, the con- 

' Alw,rllrr I~I,IIII< I qq~roich 11) S I U ~ C O I Y ~ I I I ~  k g r n  ill clw 1970\. h,<~lsing the cr~gnlr~vr In* t l~ .mrmr that ruuunr for 
,Irrruryprng (scr I Irnrdrrm, l l ) t i l ;  I Irmilrm a Trullrr. I')tih) T l ~ c  ~ugnitivr appnuch ru srrrcaxypng rcprerenrcd a rcjcc- 
lion of rnclivid~trl rntaivatim as the crux of stereotyping, drmonstnting insrnd char much srcrcoryping occurred as a 
rcsulr 01 biases ill ct,gnltinn, erpxmlly in the operation of lrrreption and m c m q  I n  so doing, rhls m a r c h  dcmysrihed 
IIIC ctwrpc of ,I, rrN,tyl,lng m J  rcsr~lr~n& prcludi<c by: (,I dcrahing 11 h m  a I t n p r ~ n g  interlmtation in wrmr dtp- 
~us~if icrr~on anll thr JccumlunyonK cmphwir on prcpdrccd prrmnalit~cs: ( b )  aqxrtng to map our rhc information-process- 
ill# ccrnsrrainrr w h ~ h  l c d  ro slcrroryping; and ( r )  drmnnsrraring rhc pervasive nature of rrcrcoryping unong ordinary 
~ m p l c  111 r & l ~ ~ a , n  lo  rhc speci~l populations of intercsr to ego-jusrihnrion rhmrin. We do nor evalwtc m a r  of rhat 
rrmrcll hcrc h .~ .~urr  11 has nor cxplicirly addressed rhc rssw of jusrification in srcreotypil~g Ilowevcr, wc will draw on 
umw rm m t  rt w.nrt It ~ I I  $axial ~8tpiriam 1,) huild q y x m  for tlw ~ y s r c m - ~ u ~ r ~ l i c ~ r i ~ ~ n  view 

cept of system-justification is meant to bring into prominence the drgree to which stereo- 
types emerge and are used to explain some existing state of affairs, such as s c ~ i a l  or  eco- 
nomic systems, status or power hierarchies, distributions of resources, divisions of social 
roles, and the like (cf. Ashmore & Del Boca, I98  1; Eagly & Steffen, 1984; tloffrnan & 

Hurst, 1990; Schaff, 1984; Snyder & Miene, 1994; Sunar, 1978). Stereotypes. which itre 
widespread beliefs about social groups, are hypothesized to accompany any system clvar- ~. 

acterized by the separation of people into roles, classes, positions, or statuses, hecausr st~cli 
arrangements tend to be explained and perceived as justifiable by those who participate 
in them. 

Central to this discussion is the concept of false consciousness, delined here as the 1101t1- 
ing of beliefs that are contrary to one's personal or group interest and which thereby con- 
tribute to  the maintenance of the disadvantaged position of the self or the group (cf. 
Cunningham, 1987; Eagleton, 1991; Elster, 1982; Meyerson, 1991 1. Examples might 
include 'accommoclation to material insecurity or deprivation' (Parkin, 197 1, p. 90). 
developing 'needs which perpetuate toil, aggressiveness, misery, and injustice' (Marc.use, 
1964, p. 5).  deriving a 'kind of comfort from believing that [one's] sufferings arc unavoid- 
able or deserved' (Wood, 1988, p.  359). and thinking that 'whatever rank is held by indi- 
viduals in the social order represents their intrinsic worth' (McMurtry, 1978, p. 14')). By 
drawing on the concept of false consciousness, we postulate a system-justification func- 
tion for stereotyping in addition to the previously recognized functions ofego- and group- 
justification. More specifically, i t  is argued that under some circumstances, stereotypes 
that serve to justify an existing state of affairs will operate even at the expense of individ- 
ual or collective self-interest. 

The purpose of this paper is to address the relationship between stereotyping and false 
consciousness. After identifying the conrribucions and limitations of the ego- and group- 
justification approaches, we review support for the system-justification view. From exper- 
imental social psychology we select evidence to show that individuals generate beliefs 
about themselves and stereotypes about social groups in such a way that existing situ- 
ations are justified. From recent research on the unconscious modus opmnd: of stereotyping 
(cf. Banaji & Greenwald, 1994), we discuss the possibility that stereotypic justifications 
may operate implicitly. The unconscious nature of system-justification may allow exist- 
ing ideologies to be exercised without the awareness of perceivers or targets. 

The ego-justification approach 

Walter Lippmann (1922) is generally credited with importing the term 'stereotype' into 
the social sciences (e.g. Ashmore & Del Boca, 1981; Brigham, 1971; Fishman, 1956; 
LaViolette & Silvert, 1951). While Lippmann (1922) emphasized rhe cognitive functions 
of simplification and categorization which are served by the stereotype, he also posired a 
motivational function: 

There is another reason, besides economy o f  rffort, why we so often hold to r u t  stereorypcs when we 

might pursue a more disintemted vision. The  systems o f  stereotypes may be the core of our personal 
tradition. t k  dr/nu of onrporition in ~osirty (p. 95, emphasis added). 

In  other words. Lippmann argued that individuals stereotype because it justifies cheir 
personal status or conduct in relation to  others. This assumption that stereotypes serve to 
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justify the bcl~i~viour of individuals figured prominently in the early social psychological 
literature ( e . ~ .  Adorno d al., 1950; Allport, 1954; Katz & Braly, 1933, 1935). For 
instance, Katz & Braly (1935, p. 182) wrote that: 'Group prejudices are rationalizations 
I)y which the individu:il maintains his self-esteem and advances his economic and other 
interests'. Sin~ilar l~,  Allport (1958, p. 187) claimed that the main function of the stereo- 
type is 'to justify (rationalize) our conduct in relation to' other social categories. What is 
common to all of these accounts (and, we argue, partially responsible for their failure) is 
the suggestion that stereotyping is employed for exploitative purposes and, in particular, 
as a personal tlcfence or rationalization of exploitation. 

The notion that stereotypes serve ego-justification functions continued to influence 
researchers atlopring a 'functional approach', especially chose influenced by psychoanalytic 
perspectives on  stereotyping and prejurfice (e.g. Adorno et al., 1950; Bettelheim & 
Janowitz, 1904; Katz, 1960; Myrdal, 194.4; Smith, Bruner & White. 1956). Following 
Freud (1946), these writers proposed thar stereotyping served as a 'defence mechanism' 
whereby internal conflicts were projected onto societal scapegoats. Although many such 
accounts reconciled the Freudian view with sociological approaches (e.g. Adorno et a/., 
1 950), the ego-defensive hypothesis with respect to stereotyping was criticized for its 'far- 
reaching lack of interest in the influence of the social environment on the individual' 
(Bettelheim ((: Janowitz, 1964, p. 50). The function of ego-justification, however allur- 
ing, failed to produce satisfactory empirical evidence and was rejected along with social 
psychology's rejection of psychoanalysis more generally (see Sherif & Cantril, 1947) even 
before modern alternatives to conceptualizing attitude and stereotype function became 
available. 

While rescwchers have returned to the study of the functions of attitudes, and to a 
much lesser extent, of stereotypes (e.g. Herek, 1984, 1986; Shavitt, 1989; Snyder & 
DeBono, 1989; Snyder & Miene, 199.4), ego-justification remains among the least 
studied of the functions. Nevertheless, there are occasional findings which support 
Lippmann's (I 922) hypothesis that stereotypes are used by the advantaged as 'defenses of 
[their] position in society' (p. 95). For instance, Ashmore & McConahay (1975) report 
that the probability of stereotyping pour people as lazy and therefore deserving of their 
plight is correlated positively with one's socio-economic status, which suggests thar those 
occupying high positions in society need to justify themselves by denigrating others who 
are less fortunate. It has also been observed that aggressive actors may justify their own 
behaviour through a stereotypic process of 'delegitimization' whereby their victims are 
denied human status, as when soldiers refer to the enemy as 'savages' or 'satanic' 
(e.g. Bar-Tal, 1989, 1990). Indeed, functional theorists continue to address the motiva- 
tional gains made by stereotypers in their efforts to justify their own status and behaviour 
(e.g. Herek, 1986; Snyder & Miene, 1994; Sunar, 1978). and some marxist theorists also 
have suggested that ego-justification may be 'required to explain how people doggedly 
sustain such superficial and anti-human views as racism and sexism' (cf. Adorno et aI., 
1950; Cunningham, 1987, p. 259). By contrast, we argue for a system-justification view 
of stereotyping whereby the attribution of role-specific traits arises not out of individual 
motivations but results from information processing in an ideological environment. 

There are several ways in which the ego-justification hypothesis is incomplete. First, 
and perhaps most importantly from our standpoint, ego-justification cannot account for 
the many documented cases of negative self-stereotyping whereby disadvantaged group 

members subscribe to stigmatizing stereotypes about their own group and about them- 
selves (e.g.Allport, 1954; Betcelheim & Janowitz, 1964; Brown, 1986; Clark & Clark, 
1947; Gergen, 1969; Giles & Powesland, 1975; Gregor & McPherson, 1966; Larnbert, 
Hodgson, Gardner & Fillenbaum, 1960; Lewin, 1941; McNaught, 1983; Millet, 1970; 
Petrigrew, 1964; Sarnoff, 1951; Williams & Morland, 1979). While the pl~enonieriati of 
'self-hate' has a chequered past in the social sciences, and many methodological and 
empirical challenges have been raised against it (e.g. Banks, 1976; Crockrr & Miljor, 
1989; Greenwald & Oppenheim, 1968; Hraba & Grant, 1970; Katz & Zalk, 1974; Porter 
& Washington, 1989; Rosenberg, 1989; Turner & Brown, 1978), researchers continue to 
observe negative selkstereotyping among many low-status groups whose opportunities 
for effective collective advancement are severely limited (e.g. Aboud, 1988; Bernat & 
Balch, 1979; Broverman, Vogel, Broverman, Clarkson & Rosenkrantz, 1972; Corenblum 
& Annis, in press; Fine & Bowers, 1984; Jahoda, Thompson & Bhatt. 1972; Milner, 1981; 
Peterson & Ramirez, 1971; Tajfel, 1982; Vaughan, 1978). Clearly, if such evidence can 
be trusted to demonstrate the frequent if not ubiquitous character of negative self- 
stereotyping, it would seem to exhaust the explanatory capacities of ego-justification 
theories, since it hardly seems self-serving to denigrate oneself on stereotypic dimensions. 

A second, related weakness of ego-justification approaches is that often people stereo- 
type in the absence of any personal behaviour or status requiring justification. For instance, 
many people subscribe to negative stereotypes of groups with whom they have never inter- 
acted and therefore would have no conduct to rationalize (e.g. Diab, 1962; Katz & Braly, 
1933; Prothro, 1954). Similarly, disadvantaged groups frequently have negative stereo- 
types of one another, although neither is in a relative position of high status that would 
seem to require defence, as in the case of 'working-class racism' (e.6. Willhelm, 1980). 

Thirdly, stereotypes are characterized by their consensuality, the fact chat they are 
shared by large segments of society (e.g. Allport, 1954; Ehrlich, 1973; Fishman, 1956; 
Katz & Braly, 1933; Tajfel, 1981a, 6). For example, Triandis, Lisansky, Setiadi, Chang, 
Marin & Betancourt (1982) found that hispanics and blacks had approximately the same 
stereotypes ofone anorher that whites had of them. If the contents of stereotypes arose out 
of processes of individual justification, as the ego-justification hypothesis suggests, it 
seems unlikely that they would be so uniformly shared, since individuals should vary on 
the dimension in need of rationalization. We will return to this issue of consensuality in 
our discussion of the group-justification approach to stereotyping. 

The group-justification approach 

Tajfel(1981b) is well known for having argued that stereotyping ought to be considered 
in the context of group interests and social identity. More specibcally, he postulated thar 
stereotypes serve to justify actions of the in-group. 'committed or planned', against out- 
groups. In other words, Taifel expanded the initial ego-justification hypothesis to the level 
of intergroup relations, an endeavour that was begun by Allport (1954) and others (e.g. 
Cox, 1948; Lapiere, 1936, LaViolette & Silverc, 1951; Sherif & Sherif, 1956). Similar 
group-based functions have been proposed by others under the rubrics of 'social integra- 
tion' (e.g, SchaK, 1984) and 'social adjustment' (Katz 1960; Smith, Bruner & White, 
1956; Sunar, 1978), terms which are meant to emphasize the degree to which the in- 
group consolidates itself in order to distinguish itself from other groups. 
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The work of 'Ihjfel and colleagues may be viewed as initiating a second wave of atten- 
tion to the 'jusrification' function of stereotypes, culminating in the insight that stereo- 
types serve intergroup functions of rationalizing or justifying the in-group's treatment of 
theout-group(e.6 Condor, 1990; Hogg & Abrams, 1988; Huici, 1981; Tajfel, 1981a, 6). 
Furthermore, in-group members are expected to employ negative stereorypes of the out- 
group in an attempt to differentiate their group from others, that is. by making compar- 
ative soc~al judgements that benefit the in-group relative to the out-group (e.g. Tajfel, 
1978; Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 1986; Turner, 1975). Social identity theory is referred to as 
a 'conflict thel~ry' became it assumes that groups in society must conlpete with one 
ar~other for symbolic and material resources, and that they will develop stereotypes of 
other groups in an effort to justify their competition (Billig, 1976; H & ~  & ~ b r a m s ,  
1988). Experimt.nts cited on behalf of the notion that groups use stereotypes to positively 
differentiate tllrmselves from other groups include Hewstone, Jaspars & Lalljee (1982), 
Wagner, Lampen & Syllwasschy (1986), and Spears & Manstead (1989), although the 
support is not as strong as one might expect. Nevertheless, virtually every recent review 
of the literature has accepted Tajfel's assumption that people are motivated to hold posi- 
tive stereotypes of the in-group antl negative srereotypes of the out-group (e.g. Ashmore 
& Del Boca, 1981; Bar-Tal, 1989; Bar-Tal, Graumann, Kruglanski & Stroebe, 1989; 
Brewer & Kramer, 1985; Dovidio & Gaertner, 1986; Hamilton, 1981; Hamilton & 
Trolier, 1986; Hewstone & Giles, 1986; Hogg & Abrams, 1988; Howard & Rothbart, 
1980; Huici, 1984; Jussim, Coleman, & Lerch, 1987; Maass & Schaller, 1991; Messick & 
Mackie, 1989; Mullen, Brown & Smith, 1992; Stephan, 1985; Wilder, 1986; Worchel & 
Austin, 1986). 

By expanding the concept ofego-justification from protection of the self to include pro- 
tection of the extended self, Tajfel's group-justification view overcomes several difficulties 
faced by I.ippmann, Katz, Allport, and others. For instance, an individual may subscribe 
to certain stereorypes not necessarily to justify some personal conduct or social position, 
hut as a way of defending the actions of others with whom he or she shares a social 
identification. Thus, people could possess stereotypes of groups whom they as individuals 
had never encountered, but whom other members of their group had encountered (cf. 
Gergen, 1969). In addition, social identity theory's emphasis on competition between 
groups helps to explain why disadvantaged groups would promulgate negative stereo- 
types of one another. Although neither group could be said to occupy a privileged posi- 
tion in need of defence or justification, as Lippmann, Katz & Braly, and others 
emphasized, L~oth groups may make psychological gains by comparing themselves 
favourably to other groups near in status to them (e.g. Tajfel, 1978). 

The notion char stereotypes emerge within the context of group behaviour also helps 
to explain why stereotype contents are more uniform than would be predicted on the basis 
of the ego-just~fication hypothesis alone. According to Hogg & Abrams (1988, p. 75), the 
'sharedness is due to a social process of social influence which causes conformity to group 
norms'. In other words, social identity theory states that stereotypes are consensual 
because all members of the social group are expected to follow them so as to establish col- 
lective justifications for intergroup behaviour. However, this does not explain why stereo- 
types are consensual dCrOJJ groups-why members of different social groups ofien possess 
the same stereotypes of a certain group, despite the fact that their intergroup relationships 
are not the same. For example, it has been found that men and women subscribe to simi- 

lar gender stereorypes (e.g. Ashmore & Del Boca, 1986; Banaji & Greenwalcl, 1994; 
Banaji, Hardin & Rothman, 1993; Basow, 1986; Broverman etal., 1972; Howard, 1984; 
McKee & Sherriffs, 1956), and whites and blacks also possess similar racial stereorypes 
(e.g. Bayton, McAlister & Hamer, 1956; Katz & Braly, 1933; Sagar & Scliofield, 1980). 
In addition, Triandis et al. (1982) reported that whites, blacks, and hispanics did nor dif- 
fer in the stereotypes that they had of one another, despite the significant status differ- 
ences among these groups in the United States. 011e of the earliest and most clr.matic 
conclusions of the stereotyping literature was that stereotypes of specilic nationalities 
were widely shared by different groups, even across cultures (e.g. Diab, 1962; Gergen, 
1969; Katz & Braly, 1933; Prothro, 1951). Researchers, too, have reported considerable 
cross-cultural generality with regard to gender stereotypes (e.g. Basow, 1986; Ward, 
1985; Williams & Best. 1982). 

Condor (1990, pp. 236-7) criticizes social identity theorists for taking the consr~lsual- 
icy of stereotypes to be an 'a prior; assumption' without saying why different groups 
should subscribe to the same stereotypes. We argue that social identity theory's ability to 
account for phenomena such as the societal (or cross-societal) consensuality of stereotype 
contents is indeed limited. A complete theory would need to address the concept of itlr- 
ological domination (to explain the social processes by which knowledge is created antl 
disseminated by those in power) and evidence from psycliological accounts of false con- 
sciousness (to explain the cognitive mechanisms by which such knowledge is learned and 
used) in order to understand why members of disadvantaged groups adhere to norms a d  
justifications that are nor in their interest. 

While the social identity perspective does accommodate the plienome~~on of sclf- 
stereotyping, defined as the tendency of an individual to categorize himself br herself in 
terms of group membership (e.g. Hogg & Turner, 1987; Lorenzi-Cioldi, 1991; Oakes & 
Turner, 1990; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher & Wetherell, 1987; Turner, Oakes. tlaslam 
& McCarthy, 1992), i t  does not account for the s hen omen on of ncp!icr seli-stereotyping, 
which we raised in the discussion of ego-justification approaches. For examl4e, the female 
subjects in the Broverman rt a l .  (1972) study actually evaluated thcir own group nega- 
tively by endorsing stereotypic items such as 'irrational', 'passive', and 'incompetent' (but 
see Widiger & Settle, 1987). While Eagly & Mladinic (1994) and others are correct to 
point out that stereotypes of women are positive in many respects, it is irnportant to 
recognize that negative stereotypes of the in-group (and positive stereotypes of the 
out-group) are at odds with the function of group-justification. 

There is also some evidence for in-group deval~~ation on stereotypic dimensions pro- 
vided by studies using social identity theory's own empirical paradigm. Spears & 
Manstead (1989), for instance, found that students from Manchester University rated the 
typical Oxford Ulliversity student to be more 'hard-working', 'self-assured', 'articulate'. 
and 'intellectu;dly minded' than the typical Manchester student. Even if sc1c11 difkrences 
were validated by objective criteria such as grades and test scores or if they were widely 
believed by most of society, one might expect subjects to defend the in-group 'at all costs', 
in the words of Hogg & Abrams (1988, p. 76). 

In a recent meta-analytic review by Mullen et al. (1992) including 77 laboratory tests 
of the hypothesis that experimental or ad bor groups would evaluate the in-group mote 
favourably than the out-group. the authors conclude that there is a statistically reliable 
but moderately sized tendency to favour the in-group. Although Mullen et d l .  make 
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little n~ention of out-group favouritism among low-status gmups. Jost (1993) reorganized 
the studies they cited according to the type of bias exhibited (in-group, out-group, or none) 
and found that a full 85 per cent of low-status groups made trait evaluations favouring the 
h~gher-status out-group, while none of the high-status groups showed out-group 
6ivouritism. 'l'he paper by Mullen et al. (1992) therefore underestimates the degree to 
which low-status group memben express preferences for the out-group in experimental 
situations, ps\ibly reflecting a type of false consciousness. While the signs of out-gmup 
favouritism dis;~ppear in Mullen etal.'s review of the data for 'real'-world groups, who man- 
ifcst in-group I k  more generally, such groups can provide only imprecise evidence about 
the operation of theoretically specified variables. The reasons for the 'interaction' between 
status and type of group (laboratory or 'real') are far from clear, perhaps reflecting greater 
p;irterns of socid desirability among real-world respondents (see Jost, 1993). 

A growing riunlber of writers have noted that social identity theory currently does not 
account for the phenomenon of 'out-group favouritism' (eg.  Apfelbaurn, 1979; Dittmarr, 
1992; Hewsrone (Ir Jaspars, 1984; Hinkle & Brown, 1990; Jost, 1993; Kalmuss, Gurin & 
Townsend, 1981; Sidanius, 1993; Sidanius & Pratto, 1993). Hinkle & Brown (1990), for 
instance, argue that: 

0u1-group L v t ~ u r i t i s m p e r ~ t  does nor fit with [social identity theory's] view that group m e m b e n  create 
and maintain p s i r i v e  social identities by engaging i n  in-group favouring processes of intergroup com- 
parison (1'. .i1)).' 

Social iclentity theory alone does not possess a ready account of phenomena such as nega- 
tive stereotypi~~g of the in-group, although issues relevant to it have been discussed in ;he 
literature (e.g. Tajfel, 1982; Tajfel & Turner, 1979. 1986; Turner & Brown 1978; van 
Knippenber~. 1978. 1984). - .  -. 

At times, the social identity or self-categorization perspective clearly seems to suggest 
t l ~ t  the individual is motivated to form positive stereotypes of the in-group (e.g. Hogg 
& Abrams, 1988; Turner et a!., 1987), and at other times that stereotypes of the in-group 
w ~ l l  reflect the group's position in society, whether positive or negative (e.g. Hogg & 
Turner, 1987; 'Iajfel & Turner, 1979, 1986). For example, Hogg & Abrams (1988, p. 76) 
write that 'there is a vested interest in preserving the evaluative superiority of the ingroup 
at all costs', whereas Hogg & Turner (1987, p. 31) state chat 'the precise form taken by 
the self-stereotyping [ethnocentric, ambivalent, or deprecatory] will only be predictable 
from knowledge of the relations' between the groups. This ambiguity can perhaps be 
traced to social identiry theory's on-againloff-again relationship to concepts of ideology 
and false consciousness (cf. Apfelbaum, 1979; Condor, 1990). The theory seems to 
acknowledge that powerless groups will often internalize the norms of powerful out- 
groups, but i t  ;ilso pretlirts that the powerless groups will develop their bua norms in 

' I t  IS lntcrcstmg to nure that Talk\ & Turner (1979, 1986) or~ginally raised the phcnomcnun of out-group fivouritisrn 
among subordi~te groups in order to criticize 'rcdinic conflict theory' as defended by Shcrif. Gmpbcll, and others. Sock1 
identity thmry w u  offtred in order to account Tor negmivc social identity among disadvmtaged groups, but nuinly to p m  
pose char there are psychological pressures for therc groups to improve their situation by challenging nub l idud  hierpr- 
rhin.  The thmry holds that disadvantaged individuals am highly motivated to overcome thc eKccrs of the existing social 
system and that they arc frequently successful at it k g .  Hogg & Abnms. 1988; Taifel & Turner. 1979. 1986; Turner & 
Brown. 1978). This ~ I C W  may ur~dcmrirnate thcexttnt to which ideological domination is polsiblcand thc d e g m  to which 
rnctnhcr, oldiudva~~trgtxl groups persist in explaining and justifying the social order which crcarcs their oppression. 

order to achieve positive distinctiveness. Even if social identity theory is not incornpati- 
ble with phenomena such as negative self-stereotyping and out-group favouritism (e.g. 
Tajfel & Turner, 1986; Turner & Brown, 1978). it does not seem to possess a mechanism 
to account for them in the way that a need for positive social comparison is capable of 
accounting for positive stereoryping of the in-group and negative stereotyping of out- 
groups (e.g. Hinkle & Brown, 1990; Hogg & Abrams, 1988). 

Social identity theorists attempt to resolve the ambiguity brrween thr Iiyl~c~thcsis I I L  
group-justification and the finding of out-group favouritism among disadvantaged 
groups under the rubric of perceived 'legitimacy' and 'stability' of the sysrem, or the 
extent to which group members are able to conceive of 'cognitive alternatives' to the cur- 
rent state of affairs (Tajfel, 1982; Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 1986; Turner & Brown, 1978). 
With respect to social stereoryping, this factor has been conceprualized as the 'consensu- . - 

ality' of the stereotype, that is, the degree to which its content is undisputetl or widely 
accepted as valid (e.g. Spean & Manstead, 1989; van Knippenberg, 1984). In other words, 
social identity theory supposes that when negative images of the in-group are seen as both 
legitimate and unlikely to  change, disadvantaged groups may internalize harmful stereo- 
types of themselves; when these stereotypes, however, are perceived as unfair or open to 
change, in-group favourirism will prevail once again and negative stereotyping of the in- 
group will disappear (e.g. Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Thus, Spean & Manstead (1989) found 
that Manchester students acknowledged the superiority of Oxford students on consensu- 
ally accepted dimensions such as 'hard-working' and 'intellectually minded', but evalu- 
ated the in-group more positively than the out-group on traits such as 'practically 
minded', 'easygoing', and 'aware of trends in music and fashion'. The system-justification 
approach would suggest that the traits on which subordinate groups positively differen- 
tiate themselves actually may serve to reinforce the statur quo, by creating stereotypes 
whereby less advantaged groups are seen by themselves and others as accommodating or 
content ('easygoing')or not particularly concerned with achievement ('interested in music 
and fashion'). Perceptions concerning the stability and legitimacy of the stafur quo or the 
consensuality and validity of stereotypes may be symptoms of what we call 'system- 
justification'. 

We argue that justification of the rtatw quo frequently appears to outweigh the indi- 
vidual's defence ofgroup interests. In cases such as these, negative stereotyping of the in- 
group seems to serve the function of justifying an unequal state of affairs, even at the 
expense of personal and group interest (cf. Sidanius & Pratto, 1993). For this reason and 
others, we postulate a third system-justifying function for the stereotype which is consis- 
tent with the idea of false consciousness and is supported by theory and data from exper- 
imental social psychology. 

T h e  system-justification approach 

The time is at hand for social psychology to address a third view of justification whereby 
stereotypes are documented as serving ideological functions in addition to or, better, fre- 
quently in opposition to, motivational functions associated with personal or group 
defence. In postulating that stereotypes serve the function of 'system-justification', we do 
not seek to displace previous theories of justification, bur rather to build on them in order 
to account for ignored or unexplained phenomena. Just as Turner and his colleagues argue 
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that the indivdual may move back and forth from personal categorization to group cat- 
egorization (e.g. Oakes & Turner, 1990; Turner el d., 1987; 1992). we suggest that the 
individual will sometimes adopt a 'system-justifying' stance whereby an existing state of 
affairs is preserved 'at all costs'. Incidentally, we do not claim that system-justification 
accounts for the formation and maintenance of all stereotypes, only that many stereotypes 
strve fi)r thcir atlherents the function of preserving the status quo. 

We seek to develop the argument that stereotypes serve ideological functions, in par- 
r~cular that t l ~ r y  justify the exploitation of certain groups over others, and that they 
explain the poverty or powerlessness of some groups and the success of others in ways that 
make these differences seem legitimate and even natural. This position is consistent with 
a large body of social psychological research which finds char 'one of rhe most commonly 
olxervtcl cll;~rw tcristics of social c ~ i s t ~ n c c  is t11at pcople imbue social regularities with an 
"ought" quality' (Lerner, 1980, p. 10). Based on theories of and data on self-perception, 
i~ttribution, cognitive conservatism, the division of social roles, behavioural confirmation, 
and the belief' in a just world, we stipulate a process whereby stereotypes are used to 
explain the exisring social system and the lwsitions and actions of self and others. This 
norion, as we Irave said, is not new. The resistance-to-change view underlies broad-scale 
social philosophies such as mantism and feminism as well as psychological accounts of 
cognitive conservatism, confirmation biases, and implicit stereotyping. 

Because the ideas of the dominant tend to become the ideas of the dominated (e.g. 
Kluegel & Snlith, 1986; MacKinnon, 1989; Marcuse, 1964; Marx & Engels, 1846; 
Mason, 197 1 ), system-justifying stereotypes may be advanced by even those who stand to 
lose from them. 'The system-justification approach addresses issues of false consciousness 
more directly rhm approaches emphasizing g o -  or group-justification, since the former 
stipulates that under certain conditions people will justify thestatus quo at all costs, above 
and beyond thr desire to justify their own interests or the interests of other group mem- 
bers. Theorists adopting a social dominance perspective (e.g. Sidanius, 1993; Sidanius 
& Prarto, 1 9 9 9  have drawn attention to these same ideological processes in terms of 
'legitimizing niyths' that serve to justify the oppression ofsome groups by others. While 
Sidanius and Pratto also claim that unequal social systems tend to be justified consensu- 
ally through stereotypes and other belief systems, they posit a sociobiological explanation 
which leads to the conclusion that oppression is 'inevitable' (Sidanius & Pratto, 1993). 
Our social cognitive approach to the study of false consciousness (cf. Bandura, 1986), on 
the other hand, may suggest ways of ultimately changing the social and political con- 
ditions that give rise to it (see Cunningham, 1987; MacKinnon, 1989). 

System-justification refers to the psychological process whereby an individual per- 
ceives, underst;lnds, and explains an existing situation or arrangement with the result that 
the situation or arrangement is maintained. Unlike ego-justitication or group- 
justification virws which postulate a psychologically adaptive mechanism (protection of 
the ego or the extended collective ego), system-justification does nor offer an equivalent 
function that operates in the service of protecting the interests of the self or the group. In 
fact, system-justification refers to the psychological process by which existing social 
arrangements are preserved in spite of the obvious psychological and material harm they 
enrail for disadvantaged individuals and groups. It is this emphasis on the production 
of false consciousness that contrasts the system-justification view most sharply with 
prrvious views. We submit that an explanation of this scope may be required to explain, 
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among other things, negative in-group stereotyping among disadvantaged groups ant1 
the societal or cross-societal consensuality of some stereotypes. 

Evidence for stereotyping as system-justification 

Our purpose in this section is to review a series of social psychological tindings clernon- 
strating that people will develop ideas about thc characteristics of the self and ochers on 
the basis of some social arrangement, like a division of social roles or responsildities, or 
an outcome such as a legal decision or victimization by assault. In such domains, it has 
been found that people will ascribe to themselves and others traits which are consonant 
with their social position, whether positive or nejiative, rather than question t l ~ c  order or 
legitimacy of the system which produced such an arrangement or outcome. l'hcse ten- 
dencies toward system-justification occur even when subjects know that the arrangements 
or outcomes were arrived at arbitrarily and result in negative consequences for them. 
Stereotyping in such circumstances may result in false consciousness, the holding of 'false 
beliefs that sustain one's own oppression' (Cunningham, 1987, p. 2 5 5 ) .  

For example, random assignment in an experiment leads one individual to play the role 
of 'contestant' and another to play the role of 'questioner'; historical events lead Africans 
to serve as slaves and Europeans to serve as masters; and evolutionary events lead to the 
ability of females, but not males, to bear offspring. Then, an experimental division of roles 
leads contestant, and observer to identify the questioner as more knowledgeable (Ross el 
a/., 1977); assignment to the role of slave leads both master and slave to view the slave as 
'child-like' and 'subservient' (e.g. Ashmore & Del Boca, 1981); and assignment to the role 
of child-bearer leads women and men to see women as 'nurturing' and men as 
'autonomous' (e.g. Eagly & Steffen, 1984; Hoffman & Hurst, 1990). Once a set of events 
produces certain social arrangements, whether by historical accident or human intention, 
the resulting arrangements tend to be explained and justified simply because they exist. 
Stereotyping, as it operates in such contexts, appears to be a psychological vehicle for 
system-justification. 

The concept of 'system' here is an admittedly vague term, intencletl to cover a 
wide variety of cases. We mean to include social arrangements such as those found in 
families, institutions, organizations, social groups, governments, and nature. System- 
justification refers to the psychological process whereby prevailing conditions, be they 
social, political, economic, sexual, or legal, are accepted, explained, and justified simply 
because they exist. As Mason (1971) writes, the disadvantaged come to 'believe that 
the system is part of the order of nature and that things will always be like this' (p. 11). 
We argue that stereotypes often are used to serve this ideological function. The research 
literature we review is that of experimental social psychology, although work in many 
other disciplines is relevant to our thesis. It is no accident that most of the experiments 
supporting our position involve an inequality in the division of roles or outcomes. 
since inequality between individuals or groups needs to be justified in order for it to be 
maintained. 

Our view is well-suited to account for the myriad of results indicating that stereotypes 
based on social class are pervasive and system-justifying (e.g. Ashmore & McConahay, 
1975; Darley & Gross, 1983; Dittmarr, 1992; Feldman, 1972; Howard & Pike, 1986; 
Jones, 1991). We emphasize the tendency for people to infer stereotypic attributes 
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directly from information about status or position, mainly in order to justify dij,ferencnrcr in 
status or position. Thus, stereotypes of the working class as unintelligent, incompetent, 
dirty, and unrel~able may serve the ideological function of rationalizing their economic 
plight. Sinlilar~ties between stereotypes of the lower class and those of African Americans 
have led some to suggest that racial stereotypes were inferred from economic disadvan- 
tage (e.g. Bayton tsf a l . ,  1956; Jussim et a!., 1987; Smedley & Bayton, 1978; Triandis, 
1977). a point which is congenial to our perspective. 

The &ork of Iiagly and her colleagues (Eagly, 1987; Eagly & Steffen, 1984, 1986; Eagly 
& Wood, 1982) is important because it demonstrates that stereotypes emerge in order to 
expldin or justify existing divisions of labour. For example, Eagly & Steffen (1984) found 
that gentler stereotypes are derived from assumptions about men and women occupying 
different roles. 111 particular, it was demonstriltrd that people judge women to be 'com- 
munal' because i t  is consistent with their assumed 'homemaker' role, and they judge men 
to be 'agentic' because it is consistent with their assumed role of 'employee'. Thus, male 
homemakers were rated to be as communal as female homemakers and more communal 
than females whose occupation was unspecified, while female employees were seen as 
more agentic t h m  male employees and males with no occupational description given. 
Eagly & Steffen (1986) extended these results by demonstrating that part-time female 
employees were stereotyped as more communal and less agentic than full-time female 
employees, and 1)art-time male employees were judged to be less agentic than full-time 
male employees. The authors argued that 'the proximal cause of gender stereotypes is the 
differing distributions of women and men into social roles' (Eagly & Steffen, 1984, 
p. 752). since people's stereotypes were mediated by their beliefs about the targets' occu- 
pations. Stereotyping may therefore arise from efforts to explain and justify why men and 
women typically c ~ c u p y  different social roles. 

Hoffman & Hurst (1990) similarly stress the importance of social roles in determining 
the contents of stereotypes. Following Eagly, they argue that gender stereotypes 'originate 
in an attempt to rationalize the division of labor by attributing to each sex those qualities 
deemed necessary for performance of the assigned functions' (pp. 206-7). By asking sub- 
jects to complete trait ratings of two fictional groups, 'Orinthians' and 'Ackmians', whose 
occupations were listed as 'child raisers' and 'city workers', respectively, Hoffman & Hurst 
demonstrate that people spontaneously stereotype the groups in ways that justify their 
alleged division into separate roles in society. Specifically, child raisers were judged to be 
more patient, kind. and understanding than city workers, who were judged to be self- 
confident and forceful. Furthermore, stereotyping in general was more prevalent when 
subjects were first asked to explain why the groups occupied different roles, lending sup- 
port to the notion that stereotypes are created by a demand to justify an existing arrange- 
ment. A second experiment replicated the basic finding for two other social roles, 
'business persons' and 'academics', who were stereotyped as 'extravertedlambitious' and 
'introvertedlintellectual' respectively. 

Because subjects in the Hoffman & Hurst studies were judging fictional groups on 
another planet, they had no personal or group conduct in need of justification. 
Nevertheless, they attributed traits to each of the groups in such a way that the existing 
state of affairs was reinforced. Hoffman & Hurst (1990) write that gender 'stereotypes are 
largely an attempt to rationalize, justify, or explain the sexual division of labour' (p. 199), 
a conclusion which forms the basis of our system-justification approach. 

Skrypnek & Snyder (1982) establish a further link between stereotyping and system- 
justification by showing that subjects' gender stereotypes bring about divisions of labour 
which are consistent with the stereotypes. Specifically, stereotypic expectations led 
females who were believed by others to be male to chtmse to perform stereotypically 'mas- 
culine tasks' such as fixing a light switch or attaching bait to a fishing hook, while females 
who were believed to be female opted for 'feminine tasks' such as decorating a Iirthday 
cake and ironing a shirt (see Geis, 1993, for a more complete discussion of expectancy 
confirmation with respect to gender stereotypes). Taking the studies by Eagly & Steffen 
(1984,1986), Hoffman & H u n t  (1990). and Skrypnek &Snyder (1982) together, it seems 
that gender stereotypes both reflect and reproduce the division of social roles. The system- 
justification view holds that stereotypes follow from social and political systems in that 
certain systems lead people to stereotype themselves and others in such a way that their 
status, role, and the system in general are explained and justified. 111 this way, stereotypic 
beliefs both reflect and justify existing social arrangements. 

A number of studies have demonstrated that people will ascribe traits to themselves as 
well as other people in such a way that the status or role that they t ~ c u p y  is justified. For 
example, in a singularly important demonstration, Ross et a l .  (1977) showed the ease with 
which a social situation creates justification for beliefs about the self and others. The 
researchers randomly assigned subjects to play either the role of contestant or questioner 
in a variant of the game of 'Jeopardy', which tests players' aptitude for general knowledge. 
Results were that people attributed greater knowledge to questioners than contestants 
simply because the latter were in a far more challenging position, despite the fact that 
assignment to these roles was explicitly random, and that any differences which emerged 

' 

were due purely to the position subjects found themselves occupying. These false attri- 
butions persisted even when subjects judged their own abilities: people judged themselves 
to be less knowledgeable when they were assigned to the contestant role than when they 
were assigned to the questioner role. Ross et a l .  acknowledge the relevance of their - 
findings for what we refer to as false consciousness: 

People are apt to underestimate the extent to which seemingly positive attr~butes of the powerful sim- 
ply refim the advantages of social control. Indeed, this distortion in w i a l  judgment could provide a 
particularly insidious brake upon social mobility, whereby the disadvantaged and powerless overcrti- 
mate the capabilities of the powerful who, in turn, inappropriately deem members of their own caste 
well-suited to their particular leadership tasks (p. 494). 

The result, of course, is that the powerful are stereotyped, even by the powerless, in such 
a way that their success is explained or justified; meanwhile, the powerless are stereotyped 
(and self-stereotyped) in such a way that their plight is well-deserved and similarly 
justified. The process may be self-perpetuating in that people who are stereotyped tend to 
choose social roles for themselves that are consistent with the stereotypic expectations 
others have of them (e.g. Geis, 1993; Skrypnek & Snyder, 1982; Swann 1983). To the 
extent that stigmatized groups can be made to believe in their own inferiority, they may 
be prevented from achieving positive outcomes (e.g. Steele, 1992). 

Another body of evidence suggesting that people will form negative ideas about them- 
selves in order to make sense of social reality comes from Lerner's (1 980) work on the just- 
world theory. Lerner argues that people are motivated to subscribe to a 'belief in a just 
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world' i n  which people 'get what they deserve', since i t  is only i n  such a wor ld that 
people can have control over outcomes (e.g. Lerner, 1980; Lerner & Mi l ler ,  1978). The 
theory accounts for the phenomenon o f  self-blame among vict ims o f  violence 
(e.g Janoff-Bu1nl.m. 1992; M i l l e r  & Porter, 1983; Wortman, 1976). wh ich  we take t o  be 
analogous t o  tht. problem o f  negative self-stereotyping among the disadvantaged, b y  
postulating that victims would rather blame themselves for their p l i g h t  than admi t  that 
the wor ld i n  which they l ive is 'capricious and unfair' (M i l le r  & Porter, 1983, p. 140; b u t  
see Crocker & Maior. 1989). 

Consistent w i t h  the not ion that people engage in b laming the self o r  the in-group for 
negative consequences in order t o  maintain their belief that people get  what they deserve, 
Howard  (1984) reported that females as wel l  as males tend t o  blame female v ict ims o f  
physical assault more than male victims. The author concludes that these results are 
diCficult t o  account for i n  terms of ego-defence (and, we wou ld  add, group-defence). In 
situations such as this, people seem t o  be more interested in just i fy ing a system that 
condones terrifying outcomes than i n  defending the innocence o f  i t s  victims, even when 
they are members o f  the in-group. Cunningham (1987) cites 'false blame' as one o f  the 
main  types o f  false consciousness. From perspectives such as mant ism and feminism, i t  is 
indced false for members o f  disadvantaged groups t o  blame themselves o r  each other for 
their misfortune (e.g. Cunningharn, 1987; MacKinnon, 1989). 

Just-world t h w r y  is compatible w i t h  the maotistl feminist view o f  stereotyping as ide- 
ology, since both views ho ld  that at t r ibut ions about groups o f  people are made in such a 
way that the apparent integr i ty  and rationality o f  the social wor ld  is sustained, even a t  the 
expcnse of personal or  group interest. The  difference, perhaps, is that Lerner (1980) sees 
the 'belief i n  a just world' as a natural, universal motivation, whereas crit ical theorists 
m i g h t  interpret the need for ideological justification as a requirement particular t o  
exceedingly exploitative systems such as capitalism, totalitarianism, o r  patriarchy. Our 
expectation is that system-justification w i l l  vary widely according t o  social, historical, 
cultural. and economic contexts (cf. B i l l ig ,  1985). 

A l though nor directly related t o  stereotyping, Tyler and colleagues have sought t o  
understand why people maintain loyalty t o  legal and polit ical inst i tut ions even when such 
institutions produce unfavourable outcomes for them (e.g. Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler, 
1990; Tyler & McGraw, 1986). W e  see th is problem as analogous t o  the one we consider 
here, namely why people subscribe t o  stereotypes which j u s t i g  the existing system o f  
arrangements at the psychological expense o f  rhe self and the group. For instance, i t  has 
been found that people are satisfied w i t h  procedural systems as long as they are provided 
w i t h  an opportuni ty t o  participate i n  the process, although their participation has n o  
effect over relevant outcomes (L ind  & Tyler, 1988; Tyler, 1990). Tyler & McGraw (1986) 
make explicit thc tonnection here r o  the concept of false consciousness, concluding that 
'the disadvantagd are led t o  focus upon aspects o f  their situation that are ineffective i n  
inducing a sense of injustice and, hence, lead t o  pol i t ical  quiescence' (p.126). Similarly, 
we propose that disadvantaged groups subscribe t o  st igmat iz ing stereotypes o f  themselves 
and others and thereby justify the system which produces the oppression. The result, of 
course, is that the existing arrangements are perpetuated. 

Greenwald (1980; see also Janoff-Bulman, 1992) has reviewed considerable evidence 
for 'cognitive conservatism', a disposition t o  preserve existing systems o f  knowledge and 
beliefs at the cost o f  accuracy i n  informat ion processing. Greenwald argues that people 

tend t o  resist changing their  att i tudes and beliefs by  selectively attending t o  and gener- 
a t ing  attitude-consistent information and b y  mis-remembering past experiences in order 
t o  cohere w i t h  current perceptions (see also Ross, 1989). Decision-making theorists, too, 
have identified a 'status quo effect' such that people express strong preferences for the  cur- 
rent  state of affairs, whatever i t  is, even if new options wou ld  be more desirable k g .  
Samuelson & Zeckhauser, 1987; Tetlock, 1992). W e  suggest that cognitive conservatism 
and the tendency t o  prefer choices o f  inaction t o  action may contribute t o  system- 
justification, since maintain ing the legit imacy o f  existing social arrangements wou ld  
eliminate the need for at t i tude and behavioural change. 

W h i l e  Greenwald (1980) sees on ly  an analogy between the practices o f  conservative 
systems o f  government and the cognit ive tendency t o  avoid change, we suggest a more 
direct link: polit ical systems that seek t o  preserve [ l ie status quo at a l l  costs may produce 
people whose minds  wo rk  t o  preserve the status quo at a l l  costs. W e  assume that biases such 
as 'cognitive conservatism' (e.g. Greenwald, 1980; Janoff-Bulman, 1992) acquire the  par- 
t icular effects they d o  because they operate in the context o f  unequal social systems requir- 
ing substantial ideological justification, as suggested b y  crit ical aspects o f  feminist and 
mantist philosophies. 

Recent theoretical and empir ical  advances o n  the 'cognitive unconscious' (e.g. 
Greenwald, 1992; Jacoby, Lindsay & Toth, 1992; Kihlstrom, 1990) may help t o  explain 
how and why  people subscribe t o  beliefs wh ich  harm them. A number o f  studies have 
demonstrated the unconscious nature o f  stereotyping (Banaji, Ha rd in  & Rothman, 1993; 
Devine, 1989; Gaertner & McLaughlin, 1983; G i lber t  & Hixon, 1991). and discussions 
have focused o n  implications for theory and practical issues concerning awareness and 
intent ional i ty  (Banaji & Greenwald, 1994; Crosby, Bromley & Saxe, 1980; Fiske, 1989). 
The  f indings from this research are important  for our discussion o f  stereotyping and false 
consciousness for at least t w o  reasons. F i n t  and foremost, they demonstrate tha t  pr ior  
exposure t o  stereotype-related informat ion can influence judgements and actions even 
when perceivers are unaware o f  it. For  example, Banaji & Greenwald (1994) found that 
subjects u n c o n ~ i o u s l ~  misat t r ibuted fame t o  males more often than females. Banaji. 
Ha rd in  & Rothman (1993) showed that  word  pr imes associated w i t h  a female stereotype 
(dependence) or  a male stereotype (aggression) were used imp l ic i t l y  but selectively in 
judgements o f  targets whose gender fit the  social category o f  the pr imed stereotype. 
Devine (1989) found that  subl iminal  presentations o f  racial stereotypes o f  black 
Americans later influenced whites' judgements o f  an ambiguously described person. 
G i lber t  & H i x o n  (1991) identified the limiting candit ions o f  cognit ive load under which 
subjects are more o r  less l i ke ly  t o  use an unconsciously activated racial stereotype o n  tasks 
o f  word-fragment completion. 

W h i l e  research o f  th is type has demonstrated the effects o f  perceivers' unawareness o f  
stereotype use, these studies have no t  examined the effects o f  imp l i c i t  stereotyping on tar- 
gets. W e  suggest that stereotyped groups and individuals similarly may be unaware o f  the 
operation of some stereotypes. Males and females, for  example, have been found t o  be 
equally unaware o f  the influence of gender p r i m i n g  o n  judgements o f  fame (Banaji & 
Greenwald, 1994). I f  th is is  the case, then implicit stereotyping would not  a l low srig- 
matized groups t o  engage in self-protective (or ego-justifying) strategies as suggested b y  
Crocker & Major  (1989). In other words, targets who are unaware that a stereotyped 
judgement has occurred w i l l  no t  at t r ibute that  judgment t o  perceivers' prejudice toward 
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their social group. Nevertheless, it is quite possible that the effects of such judgements 
may register unconsciously in aHect, cognition, and behaviour. System-justification, espe- 
cially if it conflicts with personal or group interest, may be more likely when it occurs 
outside o f  conscious awareness. 

A second way in which research on implicit stereotyping may contribuce to  an 
understanding of false consciousness is by demonstrating dissociations between 
consciously and unconsciously expressed beliefs. For example, Devine (1 989) showed that 
even people who rxplicirly reject prejudicial attitudes were influenced by previously seen 
racial primes in judging the aggressiveness of a target. Banaji & Greenwald (1993) found 
that the bias of assigning males greater fame than females when no such credit was due 
held irrespective of subjects' conscious beliefs about gender equality. Taken as a whole, the 
data on implicit stereotyping present an additional challenge for views of stereotyping 
derived solely from go- or group-justilication since unconscious stereotyping occurs 
independent of group membership or individual differences with respect to prejudicial 
attitudes. 

While our aim has been to suggest the importance of system-justification, we recog- 
nize that people do not always (consciously or unconsciously) subscribe to beliefs which 
reinfbrce the-rtatrtr quo. That is, we do not claim that system-justification always takes 
place, or that false consciousness is unavoidable in the face of inequality. We do think, 
however, chat psychologists in general and stereotyping researchers in particular have 
underemphasized the degree to which people persist in explaining and justitjring social 
systems which disadvantage them. 

In order for the concept of system-justification to be useful, future research would 
need to identify conditions that produce responses of system-justification as opposed 
to responses of ego- and group-justification. One potential trigger of the system- 
justification response might be the absence of a revolutionary 'class consciousness' (e.g. 
Gramsci, 1971; Gurin, Miller & Gurin, 1980; Kalmuss, Gurin & Townsend, 1981; 
Lukics, 197 1; Mtszhros. 197 1; Meyerson, 1991). Similarly, isolation of disadvantaged 
group members from one another or low degrees of group identification among 
them in general may result in increased system-justification (e.g. Archibald, 1989; 
Tajfel & Turner, 1986; Vaughan, 1978). The relationship between group identification 
and group consciousness needs to be clarified, as does the question of whether 
achieving group consciousness (as opposed to what we have been calling false 
consciousness) requires that one advance negative stereotypes about out-groups in 
general. A third issue bearing on the operation of system-justification involves a 
somewhat different use of the concept of 'consciousness' (e.g. Banaji & Greenwald, 1994; 
Dcvine, 1989; Greenwald, 1992; Kihlstrom, 1990). System-justification may occur more 
frequently when judgements are made implicitly or out of conscious awareness. By focus- 
ing attention explicitly on issues pertaining to the system of social arrangements, it may 
be possible to avoid the consequences of system-justification, as researchers have found 
with respect to stereotyping in general (Greenwald & Banaji, 1993). A fifth and final fac- 
tor which may make system-justification more likely is the insidiousness of the system. 
Somewhat paradoxically, it may be that the more painful, humiliating, or unfair a system 
is, the more it evokes the system-justification response, as cognitive dissonance 
researchers found when investigating the effects of initiation rites (e.g. Aronson & Mills, 
1959; Gerard & Mathewson, 1966). 
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Implications of the system-justification approach for the content of stereotypes 

There is obviously not space here, in the first presentation of our view. to develop 
fully the many implications and predictions of the system-justificatio~~ approach for the 
process of stereotyping and the content of stereotypes. As important as it would be to 
identify the specific sociological and psychological mechanisms involved in sysrem- 
justification, we have only pointed out that the phenomenon occurs. The scope of rhis 
paper prohibits a more detailed analysis of the ways in which system-justifying 
stereotypes are developed and spread. Nevertheless, because the foregoing has emphasized 
processes of justification associated with stereotyping, it seems useful to list some of the 
main consequences of bringing our perspective to bear on issues of the content of 
stereotypes. Such consequences include the possibilities that contents of stereotypes are 
derived from prevailing systems of social arrangemencs, that changes to the existing sys- 
tem of arrangements will produce changes in the contents of stereotypes, that stereotypes 
of subordinate groups may be similar across different systems, and that their contents 
need not originate from a'kernel of truth'. In addition, we propose that system-justifying 
stereotypes of disadvantaged groups need not be unfavourable and those of advantaged 
groups need not be favourable in content. All of these implications, of course, are offered 
speculatively as hypotheses and would need to be supported by empirical research before 
being accepted. 

The system-justification view assumes that specific contents of stereotypes may be pre- 
dicted on the basis of objective, material factors such as status or position in society. Tajfel 
(1978, 1981a) was fond of quoting Robert M i n e ,  who made the following challenge: 
'Describe to me the economic intergroup situation, and I shall predict the content of the 
stereotypes'. Our own position is not one of economic reductionism because it is neces- 
sary to understand inequalities due to gender, race, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, 
and other non-economic grounds. At the same time, however, we do conceive of stereo- 
types as arising from objective, material factors including divisions of labour and social 
practice rather than, for example, as ideas prior to or independent of material forces in 
society (see MacKinnon, 1989; M a n  & Engels, 1846). 

Once in place, stereotypes may reproduce the same old state of affairs by eliciting 
behavioural confirmation on the part of stereotyped actors (e.g. Geis, 1993; Snyder, 
1981). In other words, stigmatized groups may begin to act in such a way that other 
people's negative expectancies of them are supported, thereby ensuring their continued 
subordination. For example, Word, Zanna &Cooper (1974) found that white interviewers' 
stereotypic expectations about black job applicants evoked nervous behaviour and poor 
performance on the pan of black respondents, an outcome which is likely to reinforce 
rather than supplanr racial inequalities. Similarly, Skcypnek & Snyder (1982) dernon- 
strated that subjects' beliefs about the sex of their interaction partner determined the lat- 
ter's behaviour; partners whom the other believed to be male chose to perform 
stereotypically male roles, while partners believed to be female chose stereotypically 
female roles. Thus, stercocyped groups and individuals implicitly may come to deliver 
what is expected of them, and this may be one way in which stenotypes derived on the 
basis of social status, position, or role may allow powerless groups to engage in a form 
of passive resistance (Sunar, 1978) or otherwise perpetuate the target's occupation of that 
status, position, or role (see Geis, 1993). 
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Conclusion 

We have argued that system-justification may override motives to justify the positions or 
ac t ions  of the self or group, thus leading to negative stereotyping of the self or in-group 
and the high degree of consensuality of stereotypes. The review of selected evidence indi- 
cates that people often will make sense of existing states of affairs by assigning attributes 
to the self and o~hers that are consonant with the roles or positions occupied by individ- 
uals and groups Stereotypes appear to serve a system-justification function for their 
adherents such rhat prevailing systems of social arrangements are justified and repro- 
duced. By acknowledging the importance of stereotyping as justification, the psycholog- 
ical basis of false consciousness can begin to be addressed. 
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