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AVERSIVE RACISM

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Social Psychology, Sociology, Prejudice Studies

1. Core Definition

Aversive racism represents a subtle, often unconscious form of bias characterized by a conflict

between consciously held egalitarian values and underlying negative feelings or anxieties toward

specific racial minority groups. Individuals classified as aversive racists genuinely endorse

principles of equality, justice, and non-discrimination, yet they harbor residual negative emotional

responses--such as discomfort, fear, or avoidance--when interacting with members of historically

disadvantaged groups. This dualistic structure is crucial: the prejudice is not overt hostility but

rather a carefully managed internal struggle to maintain a non-prejudiced self-image while

simultaneously dealing with affective reactions rooted in societal stereotypes and cultural

conditioning. Unlike old-fashioned or blatant racism, which is characterized by clear hostility and

open discriminatory practices, aversive racism operates beneath the surface of conscious

awareness, making it difficult for the individual to recognize or acknowledge their own bias.

The core mechanism of aversive racism involves the displacement of negative feelings. Because

the aversive racist values equality, they actively suppress or deny any prejudiced thoughts or

feelings they might have. This suppression is highly effective in situations where clear,

unambiguous norms against discrimination exist. However, when social norms are weak,

ambiguous, or provide a convenient justification, the underlying negative affect surfaces,

manifesting as discriminatory behavior. The individual can then rationalize their behavior as being

based on factors other than race--such as qualifications, attitude, or compatibility--thereby

protecting their self-perception as fair and unprejudiced. This protective rationalization is what

distinguishes aversive racism from other forms of subtle prejudice, highlighting the importance of

maintaining cognitive consistency between one's actions and one's deeply held, explicit beliefs.

A fundamental aspect of aversive racism is the concept of ambivalence. The individual is not

merely neutral; they possess both positive (conscious, ideological) and negative (unconscious,

emotional) evaluations of the minority group. This ambivalence leads to anxiety and discomfort

during interracial interactions, prompting the aversive racist to adopt strategies designed to

minimize contact or end interactions quickly, especially when those interactions require close

cooperation or potential self-disclosure. This avoidance is often misattributed by the individual to

situational stress or personality differences, rather than racial prejudice. Therefore, aversive racism

reveals that prejudice is not solely defined by malicious intent but can also arise from deeply

ingrained discomfort and the motivation to avoid situations that threaten one's moral identity.
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2. Etymology and Historical Development

The concept of aversive racism was formally introduced by social psychologists Samuel L.

Gaertner and John F. Dovidio beginning in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Its development

coincided with a critical shift in prejudice studies, recognizing that post-Civil Rights Era legislation

and strong social norms had significantly reduced the acceptability of blatant, "old-fashioned"

racism in Western societies. As overt forms of bias declined, researchers sought models to explain

persistent racial inequality that could not be accounted for by the visible discriminatory acts of overt

bigots. Theories like symbolic racism and modern racism emerged to address this subtlety, but

Gaertner and Dovidio posited that aversive racism uniquely captured the internal conflict

experienced by people who genuinely desired to be non-prejudiced but struggled with internalized

cultural biases.

The theoretical foundation for aversive racism draws heavily from cognitive dissonance theory and

theories of self-presentation. Gaertner and Dovidio argued that many White Americans, raised in

environments where racial stereotypes are pervasive yet taught explicitly to value equality, develop

a predictable internal struggle. This struggle necessitates the creation of prejudice measures and

experimental designs that move beyond self-report surveys, as aversive racists would score low on

traditional measures of prejudice due to their conscious commitment to egalitarianism. The

historical context of the theory's creation is essential; it explains why this form of racism became

predominant--societal pressure forced prejudice underground, transforming it from a public

declaration of superiority into a private, affective discomfort.

Early empirical research supporting aversive racism often utilized controlled laboratory settings to

test behavioral manifestations in ambiguous situations, particularly comparing helping behaviors,

hiring recommendations, or evaluations of essays written by Black and White targets. These

studies demonstrated that discrimination was typically absent when the correct, non-prejudiced

response was clear, but discrimination emerged strongly when the situation provided plausible,

non-racial justifications for biased decisions. This body of work solidified aversive racism as a

distinct theoretical construct, marking a significant evolution in the study of prejudice from focusing

on personality characteristics of bigots to examining the situational and cognitive mechanisms that

allow bias to persist despite declared intentions of fairness.

3. Key Characteristics

Conflict and Ambivalence: The defining characteristic is the tension between conscious, explicit

commitment to egalitarianism and unconscious, implicit negative emotional responses (such as

anxiety or discomfort) toward minority groups. The aversive racist actively strives to avoid

appearing or feeling prejudiced.

Focus on Situational Ambiguity: Discrimination occurs primarily in contexts where the decision
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maker can attribute their behavior to non-racial factors (e.g., lack of qualifications, procedural error,

or personal incompatibility). In situations with clear anti-discrimination norms, aversive racists often

overcompensate to appear fair, sometimes showing preferential treatment to minorities.

Avoidance and Non-Helpfulness: Discrimination often manifests less as overt aggression and

more as passive avoidance, social distancing, or a lack of proactive helpfulness. For example, an

aversive racist might be slower to offer assistance to a minority individual in a crisis compared to a

White individual, but only if the situation allows for a justification (e.g., "I thought someone else

would help").

Cognitive Rationalization: The individual utilizes mental strategies to maintain their non-

prejudiced self-image. Any discriminatory outcome is justified post-hoc by citing legitimate, non-

racial reasons, thereby insulating the self from the negative label of "racist."

4. Behavioral Manifestations

The behavioral consequences of aversive racism are frequently observed in professional and

institutional settings, where decisions are often complex and contain elements of subjectivity. In

hiring and promotion contexts, for instance, aversive racists are unlikely to disqualify a minority

candidate who is clearly superior to a White candidate. However, when the candidates are similarly

qualified (an ambiguous situation), the aversive racist tends to favor the White candidate, justifying

the choice by emphasizing slight, non-quantifiable deficiencies in the minority candidate's soft skills

or cultural fit. This subtle difference in evaluation, repeated across thousands of decisions,

contributes significantly to systemic inequality in the labor market.

In emergency or helping situations, the behavioral asymmetry is stark. Research has shown that

aversive racists are equally likely to offer aid to a White or minority individual when they are the

only person present, as failure to help would unequivocally confirm prejudice. However, when other

bystanders are present (creating ambiguity regarding responsibility), aversive racists are

significantly less likely to intervene to help the minority individual. This phenomenon underscores

the theory's central tenet: discrimination is triggered by the availability of a non-racial escape route

or justification, allowing the individual to avoid the responsibility that comes with being the sole

actor.

Furthermore, aversive racism influences subtle nonverbal behavior, contributing to the experience

of microaggressions. During interracial interactions, aversive racists may exhibit increased

physical distance, reduced eye contact, nervous vocal tone, or discomfort, even while attempting to

be overtly polite and friendly. While the verbal content may be entirely non-prejudiced, the

nonverbal cues communicate tension and apprehension, which can be interpreted by the minority

individual as coldness or hostility. These cumulative experiences of avoidance and nonverbal

discomfort contribute to the "racial tax" experienced by minority groups, impacting psychological
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well-being and trust in institutions.

5. Theoretical Contrast: Aversive vs. Modern Racism

While both aversive racism and modern (or symbolic) racism describe subtle, post-Civil Rights

forms of prejudice, they differ fundamentally in their psychological underpinnings. Modern racism

posits that discrimination is based on traditional American values (e.g., individualism, hard work)

and manifests as resentment toward minority groups who are perceived as violating these values,

often believing that they demand too much change or receive undeserved advantages (e.g.,

"reverse discrimination"). The modern racist is typically conscious of these negative, political

beliefs, even if they deny being "racist."

In contrast, aversive racism is rooted primarily in affective discomfort and internal conflict, rather

than political resentment or opposition to policy. The aversive racist consciously endorses the

goals of equality and may even support certain policies aimed at rectifying historical injustice, but

they struggle with internalized feelings of anxiety and discomfort during personal contact. Crucially,

the aversive racist genuinely believes they are non-prejudiced and actively works to avoid

behaviors that would contradict this self-image, whereas the modern racist is more likely to accept

their negative view of minority groups' societal standing while denying personal hostility. Aversive

racism, therefore, focuses on the psychological struggle and behavioral mechanisms of avoidance,

while modern racism focuses on ideological opposition and symbolic threats.

6. Significance and Impact

The theory of aversive racism has had a profound impact on social psychology by providing a

powerful explanation for the persistence of racial inequality in environments that publicly espouse

colorblindness and equality. Its significance lies in shifting the focus from the malicious perpetrator

(the blatant bigot) to the well-intentioned, yet ultimately discriminatory, actor. This framework helps

explain why systemic biases persist in meritocratic systems, demonstrating that unconscious

discomfort, rather than overt hatred, is often the primary driver of disparities in hiring, education,

and the legal system.

By identifying the role of situational ambiguity, aversive racism theory offers practical applications

for reducing bias. It suggests that reducing racial bias involves not only changing attitudes (which

the aversive racist already largely possesses) but changing structures and environments to reduce

ambiguity. This includes establishing clear, objective criteria for evaluations (e.g., structured

interviews, blind reviews) and implementing strong anti-discrimination norms, thereby removing the

justifications that allow unconscious bias to surface. The theory emphasizes that minimizing

discretionary decision-making is key to preventing the expression of aversive prejudice.

Furthermore, aversive racism informs the study of implicit bias more broadly. It provided early
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evidence that prejudice is often decoupled from conscious intent and can be measured through

behavioral proxies rather than just self-report. Its legacy is foundational to modern research on

automatic processing, emotional responses to out-groups, and the challenge of aligning personal

values with automated cultural conditioning, making it a cornerstone for understanding

contemporary intergroup relations.

7. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its widespread acceptance, aversive racism faces several theoretical and methodological

debates. One major criticism concerns its distinctiveness from other subtle racism models, such as

implicit bias or modern racism. Critics argue that while the psychological mechanism described by

Gaertner and Dovidio is valid, the construct may overlap too heavily with general implicit prejudice

measured by tools like the Implicit Association Test (IAT), making it difficult to isolate the unique

causal role of the "conflict" component central to the theory.

Another point of debate revolves around the generalizability of the findings. Much of the empirical

work focuses on White participants' attitudes toward Black targets in North America. Scholars

question whether the dynamics of aversive racism accurately capture subtle biases in other

national or cultural contexts, or between different racial and ethnic groups (e.g., anti-immigrant

prejudice). The specific cultural and historical context of American racial politics may be crucial for

the development of the "egalitarian conflict" that defines the aversive racist.

Finally, some critics argue that by focusing on the individual's internal conflict and unintentional

nature of the bias, the theory risks minimizing the harmful impact of the resulting discrimination.

While the aversive racist may not harbor malice, the cumulative effect of their avoidance and

discriminatory choices (especially in hiring or legal judgments) is systemic disadvantage, raising

ethical questions about the emphasis placed on intent versus outcome. Proponents counter that

understanding the unintentional nature is necessary for developing effective, targeted interventions

that address the cognitive roots of discrimination.
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