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How Shall We Address Prejudice?
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Abstract

Traditional approaches to prejudice in intercultural education and training treat it as a glitch

in the system against which emergent interculturalists are warned. The insufficiency of this
approach is clear from the ongoing struggles that all interculturalists face in dealing with
their own and others’ prejudice. This paper suggests, instead, that prejudice is most help-
fully seen as an integral part of human cognition. The paper draws on Kahneman’s meta-
phor of two minds in one brain, one fast-reacting, the other slower and more reflective, and
on Haidt's extension of that metaphor, which posits a lawyer riding on an elephant: the
lawyer (slow-thinking mind) is skilled at explaining the elephant’s actions but has no control
over them; the elephant (fast-thinking mind) controls how we react to the world. Traditional
approaches focus on reasoning with the lawyer. The author suggests that we talk to the

elephant and outlines ways of doing so.
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Bias, stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination constitute a nexus of ideas and behaviours
against which we repeatedly warn our students and trainees: these are the evils that we
should all avoid. The four terms are subtly interlinked and intertwined with fine, but some-
times shifting, distinctions drawn between them. Rather than try to untangle them from
each other here, | will address them as a single nexus for which any of the four words can
be used as a shorthand, but | refer the reader to Fiske (2023) and Shaules (2021) for a more
nuanced analysis of the four terms’. In this paper, | will suggest that stereotyping is a natural
and inevitable part of human cognition and so cannot be satisfactorily addressed through
reasoning and persuasion. Instead, | propose that experiential activities are the way to mod-

ify stereotypes and limit their pernicious consequences for intercultural interactions.

In intercultural education and training, the standard approach to prejudice has been to
regard it as a glitch in the system, an unfortunate impediment to smoother understanding
between people of different backgrounds and different appearances. Lectures and aware-
ness-raising exercises are offered on the evils of prejudice; the necessity of overcoming and
seeing beyond it; how to recognize it in self and others; and how to go about removing it

from one’s world view (see “Lesson 5,” 2019, January 29 for a typical example).

The continuing prevalence of prejudice in the work and practice of even the most highly
trained and highly sensitized intercultural practitioners must be taken as evidence that the
traditional approach has so far been less than successful. Psychologists Banaji and Green-
wald (2016) describe their shock when, after spending many years developing an instru-
ment to detect implicit biases in the reactions of others, they used their instrument on
themselves and found prejudices hiding in their own minds. Clearly, the problem is more
deeply rooted than admonitions and awareness-raising activities can reach. In fact, there is
a growing consensus among cognitive psychologists (Feldman Barrett, 2020), philosophers
(Clark, 2015), and neuroscientists (Seth, 2021) that bias, far from being a glitch, is an essen-

tial component of human perception.

Stereotypes at the Centre of Perception
The standard model of perception has it beginning with sensory data. Light waves, sound
waves, smells, tastes, or tactile information from the perceived object enter the body
through the appropriate sensory organ and are passed, through the nervous system, to the

brain. The brain then matches the signals received from the nervous system to a catalogue

"I am also grateful to an anonymous reviewer of this paper who pointed me in the direction of Barthes’
(1970/1975) discursus on stereotypes and strategies for expanding them.
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of perceptual categories, gradually narrowing its search for meaning in the sensory data
until it has identified the object. As | write this, sunshine passing through my window is
causing my skin to tingle and my brain to identify the cause of that tingling as the phenom-

enon we call "warmth from sunshine.”

The new understanding of perception turns the standard model on its head and places
prediction, rather than sensory information, at the heart of perception. In this new model,
appropriately called Predictive Processing, perception begins when the brain makes pre-
dictions about what is likely to be perceived in a given context. These predictions are based
on a distillation of knowledge gained from previous encounters in similar contexts: the
greater our experience of the context, the more accurate our predictions are likely to be.
In this model, the role of sensory information is to confirm or disconfirm the prediction. If
the prediction is entirely accurate, no further attention is paid to that part of the sensory
signals, and | can continue to write without constantly having to identify the source of the
tingling feeling on my skin. If the prediction is inaccurate in some way, more attention is
paid to the information from the senses and this is used to modify the brain’s understanding
of the current context in order to make better predictions about similar contexts in the

future.

The great advantage of the predictive model is that it is efficient: it is no longer necessary
to devote perceptual resources to gathering and analysing data on every sensory experi-
ence as though it were unique and unprecedented. The vast majority of the estimated 11
million bits of information we receive from our environment at any one moment (Zimmer-
man, 1986) can safely be ignored as it has already been predicted, and we can use our
rather limited perceptual resources (roughly 40 bits of processing capacity at any moment,
Zimmerman, 1987) to focus on what is new and unexpected. The alternative to processing
perception in this way would be to live in a constant state of surprise (akin to what intercul-
turalists would call “severe culture shock”), where everything is new and unexpected and

the perceiver soon suffers from sensory overload and exhaustion.

One important element of the efficiency inherent in predictive processing is its speed. It is
much faster to compare nerve impulses from our sensory organs with those we expect to
receive than to analyse each impulse, classify it, filter it through various levels of our mental
catalogue, and finally assign a unique meaning to it. In evolutionary terms, speed means
survival. Our environment is full of both dangers and opportunities. Speed in recognizing

these dangers and opportunities is a crucial element in our survival not only as individuals
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but also as a species: whether it is the danger from a pouncing predator or an approaching
motor vehicle, or the opportunity presented by a tasty prey or a time-limited bargain at the
supermarket. To survive, we need to be fast in both avoiding dangers and seizing oppor-

tunities.

Our perceptual system, then, has evolved to react quickly based on the predictions we
make. Those predictions are, in turn, based on past experiences. Through repeated expo-
sure to the sensory messages associated with a phenomenon, our brains come to be able
to predict those messages and thereby react quickly to it. Of course, no two experiences
are exactly the same, so the brain must have a mechanism for recognizing the essence of a
phenomenon, based on its similarities with other closely related phenomena. A simple ob-
ject like a chair can be used to illustrate this. We all have experiences of many different
kinds of chair (depicted in Figure 1). While each of these chairs is different, they all share
an essential “chairess” (illustrated in Figure 2) that can be used to make rapid decisions

about whether something (or rather, a cluster of sensory information) is or is not a chair.

Figure 1
Many different kinds of chair

.
|
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Figure 2

Essential “chairness.”

This “essence of chairness” is a stereotype. It is not a real chair. It lacks many of the nu-
anced and distinguishing features of any of the real chairs in Figure 1, but as a rough-and-
ready prediction to identify a chair, it is sufficient in most contexts. This is how we do the
bulk of our perception: using rough-and-ready stereotypes to make predictions that enable

us to deal with the world quickly and efficiently.

In other words: stereotypes are at the centre of our perceptual system. They are not an
unfortunate glitch. From the chair example, one can quite see how the same principle is

applied to people, and then to people of readily identifiable ethnic or national backgrounds.

Thinking Fast and Thinking Slow
Kahneman (2011) calls this fast-thinking set of brain systems “System 1.” Its operations are
characterized as fast, intuitive, and largely unconscious. It allows us to respond to our envi-
ronment in real time, based on a rough-and-ready series of predictions that are “good
enough” for us to deal with most situations without even being aware that we are thinking
about them. It is behind the automatic pump of adrenalin that follows the perception of a
raging bull nearby. It is behind the impulse buying of sweet and sugary snacks. It leads our

reaction to any change in our environment, without us having to think about it. As we have
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seen, it is driven by stereotypes, whether innocuous ones of chairs or more pernicious ones

about people.

Most of the time, we are not even aware that it is operating: we do not consciously decide
to run from the bull, put the snack in our basket, or react in a certain way to a person. Our
reactions are intuitive and, even after the event, often not accessible for rational analysis.
Just as Predictive Processing takes care of most of the sensory information around us, Sys-
tem 1, of which Predictive Processing forms a part, takes care of many of our actions and

reactions. We do not have to think about them.

It is not, however, a perfect system, just as the stereotypes on which it is based (like the
chair in Figure 2) are not perfect representations of reality. It can lead us astray, as it clearly
does in judgements we make about people based on their appearance or ethnic back-
ground. This is the price we pay for the speed of perception and action afforded by System

1. "Sufficient for most situations” is not the same as “good enough always.”

Counter-balancing this rapid, instinctual, largely unconscious decision maker, and compen-
sating for some of its deficiencies, is Kahneman’s System 2. It is slow, laborious, and usually
conscious. These are the thoughts we are aware of: planning, thinking things through, work-
ing out the best course of action, using our reason, taking rational decisions. But, because
it is slow, it is unsuited to survival in real time. The bull, the snacks, even the rapidly ap-
proaching person require an immediate response, but System 2 is often too slow to provide

one and is usually not aware that a response is required until after it has been made.

In terms of prejudice, System 1 contains the biased but quick assumptions about people
we meet and System 2 contains our rational understanding that people are not interchange-
able stereotypes but each represents a unique constellation of qualities and attributes. By
the time System 2 gets to speak up, though, it is often too late: System 1 has already re-

acted.

Haidt (2012) takes Kahneman's two-system metaphor one step further and sees System 1
as an elephant lumbering out of control across the landscape, with System 2 as a lawyer,
clinging on to the elephant’s back and offering rationales for the elephant’s behaviour. The
point of Haidt's analogy is that not only does System 2 have very little control over the
actions of System 1 (the out-of-control-elephant) but it also has no access to the basis of

System 1's actions and can only, like any lawyer, offer rationales for its client’s behaviour.
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To return to our consideration of prejudice: we now have an intuitive, prejudiced elephant
propelling a lawyer who has understood our lessons about the evils of prejudice. The lawyer
does not know why the elephant is behaving as it does but can make a fairly convincing
(though often fictitious) case that the elephant’s actions are not based on prejudice. This is
Banaji and Greenwald's (2016) “implicit bias”: the lawyer is able to argue convincingly that
the person is not acting out of prejudice (convincing especially to the person who is acting),

while the elephant continues on its instinctual, biased way.

Talk to the Elephant
The problem with telling people they should not be prejudiced is that we are talking to the
lawyer. The lawyer already knows this, or soon takes it on board and incorporates it into
rationales for the elephant’s behaviour. But the lawyer usually neither controls nor under-
stands the elephant’s actions. We are talking to the wrong person. Even the activities we
use to raise awareness of prejudice are often actually raising the lawyer’s awareness rather
than the elephant’s. This is why campaigns such as “Stamp Out Racism” or “Gender Equal-
ity Week” encounter only limited success; they let the lawyer know that racism or sexism is

not acceptable but leave the elephant’s behaviour largely unchanged.

Much intercultural training and education is posited on the assumption that the lawyer can,
to some extent, influence the elephant’s behaviour. Haidt (2012) offers some evidence that
this is indeed possible, but, like everything the lawyer does, it is slow, effortful work, and
difficult to sustain over a period of time. Any attempt by the lawyer to control or counteract
the elephant’s prejudices must be based on an awareness that the elephant is acting out
of prejudice. Such awareness is often not possible, since the lawyer does not have access
to the elephant’s thinking. Furthermore, the lawyer is much better at explaining away the
prejudiced behaviour (“This isnt prejudice. I'm not a prejudiced person”) than counteract-

ing it.

In terms of the metaphor, the remedy seems simple: Talk to the elephant. But how are we
to do this?

System 1 distills the stereotypes for use in its predictions from previous experience. All the
chairs it has ever encountered contribute to its preconception of what a chair is like. This
experience can be direct (seeing, touching, sitting on a chair) or indirect, from other people

(hearing about or reading about other people’s experience of chairs). If we are to change
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a person'’s prejudices, we need to use experience, not lectures, slogans, or awareness-rais-

ing activities.

It is clear that evolution has provided us with a mechanism for changing preconceived ideas.
Again, this is a matter of survival for the individual and the species. The mechanism comes
into operation when a prediction made by the brain does not match the sensory information
it is receiving: the new information modifies the brain’s inner model so that a more accurate

prediction can be generated the next time a similar situation is encountered.

The process is not fast, especially if the previously held prejudice has allowed the person
to function well for a long time and has thus been repeatedly reinforced. But it is possible.
The prejudices on which System 1 operates are formed on a probabilistic basis: the more
counter-examples a person encounters, the more nuanced a prejudice is likely to become.
To give a personal example: before | came to Japan, my predictions about greeting people
for the first time were that either they would want to shake my hand (highly probable — |
grew up in the UK) or kiss me (possible, but not very likely — | had spent a short time in
France). Anything else was “abnormal” (a probability approaching zero). The more time |
spend in Japan though, the higher the probability | attach to a third option, bowing. My
shake-or-kiss prediction has let me down so many times that my prejudices have now been

modified to include bowing, with a fairly high probability.

How to Talk to the Elephant
Our task, then, is to provide experiences (not lectures, understanding, or awareness — all of
these speak to System 1), experiences that provide corrections to already-formed preju-
dices. The means for doing this are already part of the interculturalist’s toolbox. They in-
clude:

» Foreign travel

»  Study abroad

+ Seeking out people who are different

*  Working, and eating with them

* Simulation games

* Role-play activities

+ Stories, TV dramas, and movies on relevant topics
Each of these offers the opportunity to experience the lives of other people vicariously, just
the kind of experience that is needed in order to modify and nuance stereotypes about

them. The first two are not available to everybody for financial and, more recently, public
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health, reasons, but every opportunity should be taken to encourage and facilitate encoun-

ters with people from environments outside of familiar contexts.

In the absence of chances to travel, inviting people from unfamiliar contexts into the inter-
cultural classroom or priming our students/trainees to seek them out and interact with them
can provide similar stereotype-modifying experiences, especially if eating or working to-
gether is involved. If encounters with such people are unavailable, role-plays and simulation
games in which behavioural expectations are confounded provide another means of com-

municating with the elephant.

The inclusion of stories, dramas, and movies may seem less intuitive than some of the other
items on the list, but they, too, provide vicarious access to other people’s lives and per-
spectives, whether the people are real or fictitious. Indeed, Pinker (2011) attributes the rise
in civility and compassion for other human beings, which he traces from the mid-19* cen-
tury onwards, partly to the availability of cheap, mass-produced novels that allowed readers

to share in the lives of others from the inside.

Each of these activities should be followed an opportunity to reflect on what has been learnt
and to share reflections with others. What is important here is not, as a traditional view
might have it, the chance to rationalise and verbalise the lessons drawn from experience,
as rationalisation and verbalisation speak to System 2. What is important is the role of re-
flection in amplifying message to System 1: by retrieving an experience from memory, we
let the elephant experience it once more; and by sharing it with others and learning about
their experience, we engage the social circuits of our brain. Both repetition (Schmelzer,
2015) and (social) sharing (Lieberman, 2013) mark an experience as important and increase
the chance that it will become part of the assumptions on which System 1 bases its predic-

tions.

None of the activities described above is new to interculturalists, but it is possible that their
efficacity in addressing prejudice has been under-appreciated in the past. Each allows us
to speak to the elephant, through experience, the language it understands, and to avoid

the pitfalls of dealing only with the lawyer.
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Conclusion
Dealing with the nexus of bias, prejudice, stereotyping, and discrimination remains a diffi-
cult challenge for interculturalists. What | have suggested here is that the reason the results
of traditional approaches to the nexus often produce disappointing results is that they are
based on an outdate understanding of human cognition. To address issues connected with
the nexus, we need to speak not to the rational, conscious mind but to the largely uncon-
scious part, which is responsible for the majority of our actions and usually operates below
the level of consciousness. This part of our mind responds to the lessons of experience
rather than the arguments and admonitions of a teacher or trainer. We can best help people
to overcome their prejudices by providing them with experiences which allow them to un-
derstand the perspectives of other people. By talking to the elephant, rather than arguing
with the lawyer, we can exercise influence over the kinds of stereotypes on which people

base their actions.
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