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In this realm, the question is whether people are naturally inclined (through genetics or 

predisposed personality characteristics) toward biased or prejudicial attitudes; or whether they 

develop such attitudes from personal experiences in the environment as people grow up. That is, 

does prejudice emanate from the individual or is it learned through inter-group social practices? 

The issue is an important one since an examination of whether stereotypes and prejudice are 

naturally occurring or learned behaviours may help us understand, manage, and treat such 

negative behaviours - particularly in adolescents where harm can result in formative years. If 

human beings are innately predisposed to prejudicial attitudes and behaviours, the likelihood of 

success of prejudice-reduction strategies may be diminished should naturally occurring 

prejudices prove resistant to change. Yet if our prejudices are at least partially learned 

behaviours resulting from group interactions within the environment, the prospects for successful 

interventions - through education or intergroup conflict reduction strategies, for example - 

appear much more optimistic. 

I.n this paper, the author examines several significant studies dealing with the origins of

prejudice. The studies are categorized into two main groups: on the "nature" side are those that 

support either a biological or cognitive basis for prejudice; and on the "nurture" side are those 

that support a sociocultural basis for prejudice ( while there is some overlap, the author has 

placed cognitive psychology studies on the "nature" side due to their focus on the way people 

acquire, process, and store information). The implications, as well as the weaknesses and 

limitations of the studies are discussed. 
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"Nature": Cognitive and Inherited Biological Factors as an Etiology of Prejudice: 

The work of some psychologists supports the concept that knowledge, and our 

inclination toward certain beliefs and prejudices, can be inborn or the product of a natural 

propensity. Some biological studies are controversial in so far as they can be misinterpreted to 

support social and political beliefs supporting natural inequalities between groups in society; or 

to excuse anti­social behaviour as being due to uncontrollable genetic impulses. For instance, 

sociobiologist Rushton' s Genetic Similarity Theory (Rushton, 2005) attracted controversy by 

holding that prejudice toward dissimilar individuals is pre-programmed based upon our genetic 

inclination to prefer genetically similar individuals. Thus, a close examination into the results 

and limitations of the studies discussed herein is important. 

An interesting study into the natural human inclination toward prejudice was that of 

Fiske in 2007. She investigated the automatic prejudicial responses of participants to people of 

all statures (including affluent executives, elderly people, disabled people, homeless people, and 

athletes) when showing participants pictures while they were being monitored in an MRI 

machine ( a machine that creates a 3-D image of the brain through detecting �ctivity in the brain 

by observing change in oxygen levels in blood (Crane & Hannibal, 2009)). Fiske (2007,) found 
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that when the participants saw the image of a homeless man, their insula (the area of the brain 

associated with non-human objects like human waste and trash) made the brain react in a way 

that is linked with disgust and repulsion. Furthermore, the dorsomedial prefrontal cortex (the 

area of the brain that responsible for self-thought) was not activated when the participants 

viewed the homeless man. This suggested that when the participants saw homeless people, they 

did not associate them or classify them as actual people but as simple objects of an abhorrent 

nature. With the image of the homeless man, it was demonstrated that people's brains, and 

different areas of them, are lit up depending upon the stimuli thereby presented. Fiske's (2007) 

findings tend to support the idea that, biologically, our prejudices involve our brains 

dehumanizing (viewing devoid of moral consideration) others. 

The study, however, was limited due to its use of the MRI technology which did not 

represent a natural environment for cognition, and therefore lacked ecological validity. As well, 

simply because the brain was shown to be active on the scan did not necessarily imply that the 

activity shown was caused by the images presented since other reasons could account for the 

brain becoming active. Despite these limitations, the study was useful in identifying indications 

of automatic responses to the poor. An issue for further investigation is whether participants' 

minds can be trained to be more empathic toward poor people. 

Other work supports a natural inclination of individuals toward prejudices. Hart, et al. 

(2000) studied whether people respond differently to a face of their own race (in-group) than 

one of a different race (out-group) by looking at the mental processes that occur in our brains 

when we receive stimuli. Hart, et al. (2000) aimed to determine the effect that out-group versus 

in­group categories might have on an amygdala response to faces of neutral expression. In their 
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