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PREJUDICE:  
MICRO-LEVEL ANALYSIS
Have you ever found yourself in a situation in which you 
were viewed as different, strange, or undesirable? Perhaps 
you have felt the sting of rejection, not based on judgment 
of you as a person but solely because of the ethnic or racial 
group into which you were born. Then again, you may 
have been insulated from this type of rejection if you grew 
up in a homogeneous community or in a privileged group. 
Where and when we are born can determine how we are 
treated, our life chances, and many of our experiences and 
attitudes.

Prejudice influences dominant–minority group rela-
tions. Prejudice refers to attitudes or prejudgment about 
a group, usually negative and not based on facts. 
Prejudiced individuals lump together people with certain 
characteristics without considering individual differences. 
In this section we also look at stereotyping, when preju-
diced individuals use distorted, oversimplified, or exagger-
ated ideas to categorize a group of people and attribute 
personal qualities to them. Whereas prejudice and stereo-
types can be stimulated by events such as conflicts at the 
institutional level and war at the societal level, attitudes 
are held by individuals and can be best understood as a 
micro-level phenomenon.

Prejudice refers to attitudes rather than actions. 
Discrimination, on the other hand, is differential treat-
ment and harmful actions against minorities. These 
actions at the micro level might include refusal to sell 
someone a house because of the religion, race, or ethnicity 
of the buyer or not hiring someone because of her or his 
minority status (Feagin and Feagin 2010). Discrimination 
in the legal system, such as laws that deny opportunities or 
resources to members of a particular group, operates 
largely at the meso or macro level, discussed later in this 
chapter.

The Nature of Prejudice
Prejudice is an understandable response of humans to 
their social environment. To survive, every social group or 
unit—a sorority, sports team, civic club, or nation—needs 
to mobilize the loyalty of its members. Each organization 
needs to convince people to voluntarily commit energy, 
skills, time, and resources so the organization can meet its 
needs. As people commit themselves to a group, they 
invest a portion of themselves and feel loyalty to the group. 
This loyalty leads to a preference for the group and 
attempts to distinguish it from others. It is important to 
recognize prejudice, though, and how it can foster dis-
criminatory actions.

In wartime, the enemy may be depicted in films or 
other media as villains. During World War II, American 
films often showed negative stereotypes of Japanese and 
German people. These negative images helped lead to the 
decision to intern more than 110,000 Japanese Americans, 
the majority of whom were U.S. citizens, in detention 
camps following the bombing of Pearl Harbor.

Similar issues and stereotypes have arisen for Muslim 
Americans in recent years. For example, hate crimes 
against Muslims spiked after the attacks on the New York 
World Trade Center on September 11, 2001, and the 
Boston Marathon bombing on April 15, 2013 (Potok 
2013b). Sociologist Saher Selod explains,

The September 11, 2001, attacks claimed the lives 
of close to 3,000 Americans. The terrorists were 
Muslims from Saudi Arabia, United Arabs Emirates, 
and Egypt. These horrific events changed the lives 
of all Americans, including Muslim Americans and 
immigrants. Muslims have [since] become targets 
for anti-terrorist laws and policies that were a part 
of a government-led campaign known as the “War 
on Terror” (Cainkar, 2009). According to a Gallup 
report, 43% of Americans admitted to feeling some 

After Japan bombed Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, more 
than 110,000 Japanese Americans, including those pictured 
here, were forcibly removed from many western states and 
sent to relocation camps.
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