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What Have We Learned?

Why are minority group members in most countries 
poorer than dominant group members? This and other 
chapter-opening questions can be answered in part by 
considering the fact that human beings have a tendency 
to create “we” and “they” categories and to treat those 
who are different as somehow less human. The categories 
can be based on physical appearance, cultural differences, 

religious differences, or anything the community or soci-
ety defines as important. Once people notice differences 
with others, they are more inclined to hurt “them” or to 
harbor advantages for “us” if there is competition over 
resources that both groups want. Even within a nation, 
where people are supposedly all “us,” there can be sharp 
differences and intense hostilities.

Key Points

•• Although the concept of race has no real meaning bio-
logically, race is a social construction because people 
believe it is real. (See pp. 260–263.)

•• Minority group status—having less power and less 
access to resources—may occur because of racial status 
or because of ethnic (cultural) factors. (See pp. 263–270.)

•• Prejudice operates at the micro level of society and is 
closest to people’s own lives, but it has much less impact 
on minorities than discrimination. Symbolic racism has 
become a significant problem—the denial of overt prej-
udice but the rejection of any policies that might correct 
inequities. (See pp. 270–275.)

•• At the meso level, institutional discrimination oper-
ates through two processes: side effect and past in 
present. These forms of discrimination are unin-
tended and unconscious—operating quite separately 
from any prejudice of individuals in the society. (See 
pp. 275–279.)

•• When very large ethnic groups or even nations collide, 
some people are typically displaced and find themselves 
in minority status. (See p. 281.)

•• The policies of the dominant group may include geno-
cide, subjugation, population transfer, assimilation, or 
pluralism. (See pp. 280–282.)

•• The costs of racism to society are high, including loss 
of human talent and resources, and these costs make 
life more difficult for minority group members. (See 
pp. 286–287.)

•• The coping devices used by minorities include five 
main strategies: assimilation, acceptance, avoidance, 
aggression, and organizing for societal change. 
Only one of these, organizing for societal change, 
addresses the meso- and macro-level causes. (See 
pp. 288–291.)

•• Policies to address problems of prejudice and discrimi-
nation range from individual and small-group efforts at 
the micro level to institutional, societal, and even global 
social movements. (See pp. 291–294.)

•• Affirmative action policies are one approach, but the 
broad term affirmative action includes three different 
sets of policies that are quite distinct and have different 
outcomes. (See pp. 294–296.)

Discussion Questions

1.• Before you read this chapter, were you aware that slav-
ery still exists throughout the world? If yes, describe 
how you learned about it and your reaction to this fact. 
If not, think about how your social privilege led to your 
learning about it for the first time in this course.

2.• Have you ever experienced being stereotyped because 
of your race or ethnicity? Why or why not? How can 
racial stereotypes harm societies, as well as groups and 
individuals?

3.• What is the difference between symbolic racism and 
ideological racism? Why is it so difficult to recognize 
and address symbolic racism in the United States today?

4.• Give two examples, respectively, of both side-effect dis-
crimination and past-in-present discrimination. How 
have they impacted you and your life chances? Why?

5.• We know that efforts to reduce prejudice, racism, and 
discrimination must take place at all levels (micro, 
meso, and macro). Most organizations, though, must 
choose one level on which to focus their particular 
efforts. If you were going to start an organization to 
decrease racial or ethnic prejudice, would you focus on 
the micro, meso, or macro level? Why? Explain what 
your organization would do.

6.• Do you agree with the Supreme Court ruling that upheld 
preferences for college applicants at the University of 
Michigan who were scholarship athletes or the sons 
or daughters of a large donor or a politician, but not 
for racial or ethnic minorities? Why or why not? How 
might each type of preference benefit (a) the university 
and (b) the larger society?


