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W
e like to believe we’re fair-
minded, democratic, unbigoted.
Would it were so. In fact, we
readily deceive ourselves about
our prejudices, stereotypes,

racial profiles, and ingrained biases.
Mahzarin Banaji, Cabot professor of social
ethics in the department of psychology and
Pforzheimer professor at the Radcli≠e In-
stitute, can prove it. In collaboration with
Anthony Greenwald, Ph.D. ’63, of the Uni-
versity of Washington, she has developed a
psychological test that has collected data
from 1.5 million website visitors since 1998.
It demonstrates that nearly all of us have
unconscious, preformed attitudes about
race, sex, ethnicity, sexual preference, and
obesity. “Yet when we ask people about
their attitudes, that’s not what we hear,”
Banaji says. “People report holding neutral
attitudes. What people say explicitly is quite
di≠erent from what the tool shows about
their implicit attitudes. It’s the dissociation
or split between them that’s interesting.”

Banaji, who works in the area of “social
cognition,” doesn’t believe people are dis-
sembling about their attitudes. “They
truly believe that their attitude is neu-
tral—most of us believe in fairness and
egalitarianism,” she says. But unconscious
stereotypes are deeply embedded in both

individuals and cultures. Common associ-
ations, like male : science or female:liberal
arts, are stubbornly fixed in the uncon-
scious, even when they run counter to
consciously held beliefs. Banaji and Green-
wald’s Implicit Association Test (IAT) fer-
rets out these buried, automatic attitudes.

The IAT is available on-line (see below).
Its several versions plumb attitudes to-

ward race, ethnicity (Asian American,
Arab/Muslim), gender, sexual orientation,
age, and body image (fat/thin). The racial
IATs have drawn 500,000 responses, more
than any other version. For five to 10 min-
utes (working at top speed to forestall
conscious consideration), subjects sort
pictures and words (“wonderful,”
“agony,” “happy,” “failure”) into categories
by using two computer keys. The IAT
measures “latencies” (time delays) in re-
sponse: which association takes longer to
make, black—bad or black—good? By com-
puting the average di≠erence in latencies
between dozens of such pairings, the re-
searchers quantify the IAT e≠ect. “Speed
reveals what is hidden from conscious
awareness,” Banaji says. “The architecture
of the mind is such that when two things
are repeatedly paired in our experience,
we will respond quickly to their co-oc-
currence.”

Even a highly educated professional
like Banaji admits, “I was taken aback by
my inability to make the intended associ-
ation, the di∞culty in making the
counter-stereotypical association be-
tween, say, female and career, or male and
home.” An analysis of 600,000 completed
website tests shows that this incapacity
is common. Intellectual knowledge is
powerless to change certain drummed-in
perceptions.

“The data suggest that our conscious
and unconscious thoughts and feelings
may be quite dissociated,” Banaji reports.

mall. “Because we abhor the utilitarian, we
have condemned ourselves to a life-long
immersion in the arbitrary...[Junkspace] is
flamboyant yet unmemorable,” he writes.
Moreover, retail space is rarely designed by
so-called High Architects. When Frank
Lloyd Wright, I.M. Pei, and Frank Gehry
have contributed, the results can be innov-
ative and elegant; Koolhaas might describe
his own high-tech Prada store as retail
done right. But generally, the discipline’s
stars shun such projects. “This vast la-
cuna...can be attributed to the widely held
belief that shopping is a trivial pursuit for
any self-respecting  architect,” writes con-

tributor Daniel Herman, M.Arch. ’98. The
book’s prognosis is not optimistic. “We
have built more than all previous genera-
tions together,” writes Koolhaas. “But…we
do not leave pyramids.”

�catherine dupree

koolhaas website address:

www.gsd.harvard.edu/people/
faculty/koolhaas/index.html
project on the city course description:

www.gsd.harvard.edu/people/
faculty/koolhaas/course.html
guide to shopping website address:

www.taschen.com/pages/en/cata-
logue/books/architecture_design/all/
facts/02950.html

An escalator, dollar signs, and welcome mat
on the book’s back cover say it all.
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The gap between the conscious and un-
conscious has long interested psychoana-
lysts as well, but Banaji, an experimental
psychologist, draws on a very di≠erent
toolbox. “These are replicable methods,
not case-based ones like those of psycho-
analysis,” she says. “[The IAT] can reveal
the disparity between conscious and un-
conscious in just about anybody, and do it
in a way that makes it accessible to the
person taking the test.”

Race, for example, shows large diver-
gences between expressed and implicit
attitudes. Overall, 73 percent of all test-
takers automatically favored white over
black. Explicitly, both black and white
subjects preferred their own group, with
blacks giving an especially strong en-
dorsement to blackness. But the IAT re-
veals that unconsciously, whites prefer
white to a much greater degree than ad-
mitted, and black subjects are close to
neutral. Another kind of racial IAT ex-
plores weapons and race linkages, using

photographs of old
weapons like cannons
and medieval axes
that are not particu-
larly associated with
African Americans.
Nonetheless, 70 per-
cent of white subjects
associated weapons
with blacks, while
only 7 percent linked
them with whites.

However, even implicit attitudes can be
influenced. Several of Banaji’s students
have done lab experiments to show that
situational factors, like receiving the IAT
from a black experimenter, or viewing
photographs of admired African Ameri-
cans like Martin Luther King Jr. and Den-
zel Washington before testing, or reflect-
ing beforehand on a question such as,
“What are strong women like?” can mute
the strength of unconscious leanings. Fur-
thermore, the experience of taking the

IAT, though possibly
disturbing, may also
have value for the

test-taker. “Just as in other areas of life,
we want our actions to be in line with our
intentions,” Banaji explains. “If we are
aware of our biases, we can correct for
them—as when driving a car that drifts to
the right, we steer left to go where we in-
tend.”                                    � craig lambert

mahzarin banaji e-mail address:

mahzarin_banaji@harvard.edu
implicit association test available at:

www.i-a-t.com
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One Implicit Associa-
tion Test measures 
how quickly we associ-
ate harmless objects,
like flashlights, 
and weapons, like 
medieval axes, with
African-American 
or European-American
identity.
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e x p l o r e  w h y  t h e  I V Y s  
a r e  r i g h t  f o r  y o u .

r ight on target.

Reach  one  m i l l i on  a f f l uen t ,
i n f l uen t ia l  r eader s  who  rea l l y
read the i r  thought -provoking,
personal ly relevant magazines.
The IVYs of fer  a network of  
a l l  n ine  pub l i ca t ions  i n  an
e f f i c i en t ,  one- s top  med ia  buy.

Call 617-496-7207 today, or visit
our website at www.ivymags.com
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“Wealth in Families offers an insightful
perspective on the personal issues 
surrounding money that concern 
all families.”

–John C. Whitehead MBA ’47, LLD ’95

Wealth in Families, by Harvard Senior
Philanthropic Adviser Charles W. Collier,
offers readers a fresh approach to 
dealing effectively with family wealth.

To obtain copies of Wealth in Families,
contact Jessica Lantos at (617)495-5040
or jessica_lantos@harvard.edu.
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