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ABSTRACT 
 

The sociological conception of threat is almost exclusively premised 

on Herbert Blumer’s 1958 theory, “Race Prejudice as a Sense of Group 

Position.” This theory argues that one’s membership in the dominant racial 

group serves as the framework through which one views the world. Such 

an understanding provides the theoretical mechanism necessary to 

comprehend how a group can feel “threat” vis-a-vis their views of 

themselves as group members, their group’s position in society, and their 

relationships to other perceived and recognized groups. Previous empirical 

tests of the theory commonly known as “group threat theory” have largely 

inferred rather than measured the presence of threat at the individual level.  

                                                           
* Corresponding Author Email: avr@vt.edu. 

No part of this digital document may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted commercially
 in any form or by any means.  The publisher has taken reasonable care in the preparation of this digital 
document, but makes no expressed  or implied warranty of any kind and assumes no responsibility for any 
errors or omissions. No liability is assumed for incidental or consequential damages in connection with or 
arising out of information contained herein. This digital document is sold with the clear understanding that 
the publisher is not engaged in  rendering legal, medical or any other professional services. 



Ashley V. Reichelmann 32 

After exploring the limitations of previous works, this chapter 

provides an empirical demonstration of how the theory can be tested in its 

full form with an experiment. It specifically discusses how “threat,” as 

Blumer theorized it, was captured in a survey-based experiment studying 

how White Americans react to representations of slavery. The chapter also 

discusses other examples of how the theory can be tested, demonstrating 

the important role experimental means can play in revealing how social 

science allows us to make sense of human beings’ motivations, choices, 

and behaviors in the era of the Trump presidency. 

 

Keywords: threat, racial prejudice, Whiteness, social psychology, 

experiments 

 

 

“Accordingly, the task of scientific inquiry is two-fold. On one hand, 

there is a need to identify the feelings which make up race prejudice – to 

see how they fit together and how they are supported by other 

psychological elements, such as mythical beliefs. On the other hand, there 

is the need of showing how the feelings complex has come into being.” 

Herbert Blumer (1958: 3) 

 

“A deep story is a feels-as-if story – it’s the story feelings tell, in the 

language of symbols. It removes the judgment. It removes the fact. It tells 

us how things feel...There are many kinds of deep story, of course...The 

deep story here...focuses on relationships between social groups within our 

national borders. I constructed this deep story to represent – in 

metaphorical form – the hopes, fears, pride, shame, resentment, and 

anxiety in the lives of those I talked with.” Arlie Hochschild (2016: 135) 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The quotations above represent two methodological arenas in sociology 

where threat has been substantially captured: theoretically and qualitatively. 

However, the lesser known use of experimental formats in sociology can 

also powerfully demonstrate the role that threat plays in group relations, 

especially in the production and presence of racial prejudice. This chapter 
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demonstrates how experiments can be used to translate social science theory 

into practice. It specifically shows how the key premises of Herbert 

Blumer’s (1958) theory of “Race Prejudice as a Sense of Group Position” 

can be captured through experimental design. First, I discuss previous 

empirical work with the theory and its limitations. I then present a specific 

example of a research question and experimental design which explicate 

Blumer’s theory. Lastly, I present other examples of experimental designs 

which could capture the theoretical notion of threat and argue for a wider 

use of experiments within the production of modern social science.  

 

 

PREVIOUS RESEARCH 

 

Prejudice has long been understood and conceptualized by psych-

ologists as an individual’s pre-judgment about a group accompanied by a 

bias toward or against that group – in other words, thoughts grounded in the 

mind of the individual.1 In the 1950s, however, two social psychological 

theorists – Gordon Allport (1954) and Herbert Blumer (1958) – began to 

consider prejudice in relation to the wider sociological framework in which 

individual attitudes and beliefs are grounded. Thus, they argued that 

prejudice, among other attitudes, is impacted by social entities larger than 

the individual: intergroup interactions, identity groups, and institutions. 

Both scholars focused on the role that historical interaction and group 

membership could have on an individual’s understanding of the surrounding 

world, and thus how they interacted with that world. 

Blumer is often credited with providing the necessary conceptualization 

for studying group threat in the modern era, particularly in relation to race 

relations. In his 1958 article, he presented a theoretical framework in which 

he argued that racial prejudice resulted from a feeling of threat to a dominant 

group’s social position – a conception quite disputed at the time and still 

widely controversial. The challenge to his theory likely stems from the way 

                                                           
1 Some early psychological contributions to prejudice research rooted in individual mental 

processes were Adorno et al.’s (1950) “authoritarian personality” and Dollard et al.’s (1939) 

“frustration aggression theory.” 
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the theory presents those who would feel threatened, i.e., the theory depicts 

far more people as theoretical racists based on their group membership than 

would actually be identified as outward racists by themselves or their fellow 

group members. 

Blumer’s theory was revolutionary in its development because it 

presented prejudice as a product of group relationships. More specifically, 

he argued that in order for individuals to pre-judge someone, they must first 

see themselves as members of a group. In addition, such memberships meant 

that their viewpoints were not entirely individual, but also impacted by their 

group identities. Blumer argued that prejudice is rooted in four unique 

feelings based on the dominant racial group’s position at the top of the racial 

hierarchy: superiority, intrinsic difference from the minority group, 

entitlement, and suspicions of the minority group’s intentions to usurp the 

dominant group. Combined, these feelings encompass all the elements 

necessary for an individual to perceive “a felt challenge to this sense of 

group position,” or what has most commonly been referred to as a feeling of 

threat (Blumer 1958: 5). 

The dominant group is not concerned with the particulars of the 

minority2 group, but rather their relational position to the dominant group in 

the social hierarchy. Thus prejudice within the dominant group would result 

from what they felt was a change in or an attempt to change the minority 

group’s position in the social hierarchy. By this proposition, prejudice, as a 

response to feeling threatened, is rooted in the dominant group’s emotional 

desire to keep their current privilege and status in society by maintaining the 

status quo. If this theory were true, then every perceived step closer the 

minority group comes to the dominant group, the higher the levels of 

prejudice would be. Such an increase in prejudice would be due to the 

increased levels of threat within the dominant group. This theoretical 

prediction has become known as “group threat.” 

The theoretical legacy of Blumer has had profound effects on prejudice 

scholars within sociology. Yet attempts to synthesize and empirically 

                                                           
2 In Blumer’s original text, he uses the term subordinate. In this context, though, “minority” is 

preferred, since the status of the dominant group (at least in the U.S.) is in some ways 

dependent upon their majority status.  
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demonstrate the theories have been dampened by the inability to capture 

threat as an empirically measurable concept. Lawrence Bobo, an advocate 

for and empiricist of the theory, acknowledges that the inherent limitations 

in the empirical research are the use of indirect tests of the core mechanisms 

and secondary analyses at the structural level. In Bobo’s efforts to extend 

the theory, he and his colleagues developed a measure of competitive threat 

(Bobo et al. 1994), which was intended to capture more intimately the 

subjective nature of threat. The dual goals of the measure were: 1) to 

demonstrate that feelings of threat depend on “who is doing the looking as 

well as the background of who is being looked at” (Bobo and Hutchings 

1996: 965); and 2) to show that the processes of feeling threatened are 

related to where the group is in the relational hierarchy, as well as their 

feelings of racial alienation. Other empirical work on group threat has 

argued that the presence of threat can be found in opposition to perceived 

race-based policy (Bobo and Kluegel 1983; Strolovitch 1998), increased 

prejudiced attitudes (Fossett and Kiecolt 1989; King and Weiner 2007; 

Quillian 1995; Taylor 1998), and prejudiced behavior (Green, Strolovitch, 

and Wong 1998; Hepworth and West 1988; Hovland and Sears 1940). 

Across these empirical extensions of Blumer’s work, there is variation 

and inconsistency in how threat is measured. For instance, some scholars 

have argued that threat is present in the lack of support for minority-targeted 

politics (Bobo and Kluegel 1993; Scheepers, Gijberts, and Coenders 2002; 

Strolovitch 1998), but they do not actually measure the feeling of threat in 

the individual. Others have claimed that threat is the mechanism linking 

observed associations between macro-level population characteristics such 

as minority group size (King and Weiner 2007; Taylor 1998), demographic 

shifts (Green, Strolovitch, and Wong 1998), or economic changes 

(Hepworth and West 1988; Hovland and Sears 1940) to increased levels of 

prejudice (King and Weiner 2007; Taylor 1998) or racial violence 

(Hepworth and West 1988; Hovland and Sears 1940). Yet these works are 

hindered by the inherent limitations Bobo discusses, because they have not 

directly measured the micro-level processes of threat (as a feeling) within 

the groups exhibiting the prejudice. These empirical studies, therefore,  
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ultimately do not capture “threat” per se; they instead present what they 

theorize to be the outcome of threat rather than measuring it as a stand-alone 

concept. 

As the most well-known empiricist of group threat theory, Bobo has 

taken on the task of demonstrating Blumer’s work empirically and has 

challenged future scholars of this work to include three core components in 

their research: 1) the ways in which racial identity is a social force similar 

to other identities; 2) a deeper understanding of “nonrational or 

socioemotional elements” of racial attachments (Bobo 1999: 453); and 3) an 

acknowledgement of the racial stakes at interest. The remainder of this 

chapter seeks to demonstrate the unique role that experiments can play in 

Bobo’s call to action, beginning with a case study of my recent work which 

incorporated the core ideas of both Blumer and Bobo. 

 

 

CASE STUDY: AN EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN 

FOR AN EMPIRICAL TEST OF GROUP THREAT 

 

In Blumer’s original article, group threat theory addressed race relations 

and a racial hierarchy. In my doctoral work, I tested Blumer’s argument in 

the context of the U.S. using collective memory – specifically, represent-

ations of slavery – as the practical threat. Hence I used the theory to test 

whether representations of slavery evoked threat in White Americans 

because as White Americans, they felt the representations in some way 

impacted (or could impact) the status quo and their group’s position atop the 

hierarchy.  

Since the U.S. was founded on slavery and the system of slavery 

privileged Whites (literally establishing the foundation of the modern racial 

hierarchy in the U.S.), I assumed that certain images would also remind 

White Americans of their privileged status as a result of slavery. As a 

consequence, the reminders might prompt a suspicion that slavery as a 

memory makes their position at the top of the status quo tenuous at best.  
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Study Design 

 

To measure how representations of slavery impacted White Americans, 

I designed and hosted an original survey-based experiment online. In order 

to capture the process as theorized, the data collection tool involved a 

measurement of racial identity, a primer about the referenced historical 

period, random exposure to an experimental condition, and a post-treatment 

survey (see Figure 1). 

 

 

Figure 1. Flow chart of the conceptual breakdown of the survey format. 

In stage one, respondents were asked “to which racial or ethnic group 

do you most identify? Check all that apply.” If respondents selected White 

singularly or in combination with another ethno-racial identity, they were 

asked to respond to a series of questions to ascertain the intensity of their 

White identity. Each individual question measured a different social 

psychological concept important to identity: prominence, salience, 

verification, and public and private self-regard. The placement of these 

racial identity items at the beginning of the survey was intended to get the 
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respondent thinking about their White identity, as well as to ensure 

acquisition of the appropriate research population. 

Prior to the beginning of the experiment, all respondents were also 

primed with a statement about slavery:  

 

“Slavery was practiced in the United States from 1619 until 1865. 

Mentions of slavery in this survey reference that time period. People 

disagree over the extent to which the past practice of slavery continues to 

shape contemporary race relations in our country.”  

 

The intention of this statement was to ensure that all respondents had the 

same understanding of the era and type of slavery to which the survey was 

referring.  

The third phase of the survey-based experiment involved the 

experimental treatments: the exposure to a representation of slavery. The 

experimental design involved variants of a representation of slavery in order 

to ascertain how various depictions may evoke different reactions. The 

representations were altered by focus (perpetrator or victim) and platform 

(written or visual): the four treatment groups received a written or visual 

representation of slavery with either a focus on African slaves’ victimhood 

or Whites’ role in the enslavement of Africans (for the actual representations, 

see appendix A). The control group was not exposed to any treatment. By 

having respondents randomly exposed to one of the five representation 

options, I was able to compare if the impact of a particular representation or 

exposure in general versus no exposure caused respondents to vary in their 

reported feelings. 

The experimental component of the research was crucial since it was 

necessary to control for the past interactions an individual may have had 

with the collective memory of slavery. Given the nation’s silence on the 

public memory of slavery, as well as the range of narratives relating to the 

issue, individual respondents may have had different experiences with and 

levels of knowledge about this moment in American history.3 Hence the 

treatment was needed to make the core components of slavery salient, with 

                                                           
3 Such information was captured in later questions on the post-treatment survey.  
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the intention of controlling the extent to which individuals can interpret 

historically true facts about slavery. Thus each of the representations 

included an African slave – a key factual component of the history of 

slavery.  

By randomly assigning who receives a representation that focuses on 

African victimhood and who receives one that focuses on Whites’ 

perpetration of slavery, I am controlling the information that participants 

could selectively disregard. In brief, respondents exposed to representations 

of African victimhood could disregard the role Whites played in the action 

(due to their absence in the representation), but I would expect they could 

not disregard that the event of slavery occurred and that Africans were the 

victims. Similarly, I would expect that respondents exposed to the 

representations of Whites’ perpetration of slavery could not disregard the 

role White Americans played in the event. Since the control group was not 

exposed to any representations, technically they could disregard that the 

event even occurred,4 although that would be unlikely due to the historical 

primer. Without the use of representations, emotions like threat could not be 

captured because simply calling up an identity does not guarantee that an 

individual will not selectively choose the information that forms a positive 

self-concept of that social identity. This is, in part, what the experiment and 

the methodological design are testing. 

The distribution of the treatment was randomized. All participants 

received a post-treatment survey that measured levels of collective 

emotions, as well as an array of identity elements, socio-political attitudes, 

and levels of support for various approaches to the amelioration of racial 

inequality. The item and question block orders were both randomized in the 

survey. After the treatment and measurement of collective emotions, the 

order in which the respondents saw any given question or concept controlled 

for question-order effects. By using two treatments with two conditions 

each, followed by measurements of emotions and attitudes, the design 

allows a researcher to measure the relationship between particular memory 

representations of White Americans’ involvement in slavery and any 

                                                           
4 This was not the average case. The percentage of respondents who denied slavery ever occurred 

at all did not differ across the control and treatment groups. 
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potential feelings of threat. The experiment thus permits one to determine if 

threat is partially a result of exposure to: 1) a particular representation of a 

memory; 2) any representation of a memory; or 3) simply a reminder of that 

memory.  

 

 

Data 

 

The full data was collected through a cross-sectional, randomized, 

survey-based experiment under the auspices of the Kent State University 

Survey Laboratory, which used a panel provided by Survey Sampling 

International (SSI). SSI maintains sampling panels that include a total of 

11.5 million people across the globe. The participants were selected through 

a non-probability, proportional sampling method. SSI develops panels of 

samples that are tailored to capture the respondents who fit the researcher’s 

parameters. In addition, they try to match the sample as closely as possible 

to the age, gender, and geographical makeup of the American adult 

population. For the current study, the primary restriction of the sample 

selection was identification as a White American in some capacity. The data 

was collected via an online survey on the SENSYS 6.0 platform between 

July 20-28, 2016. 

 

 

Measures 

 

The survey included the experimental treatment as well as items 

measuring identity elements, collective emotions, and socio-political 

attitudes. The experimental manipulation was guided by two particular 

findings in previous literature concerning the impact of negative 

representations of the in-group on members of the in-group (see Doosje et 

al. 1998; Piff, Martinez, and Keltner 2012). Both findings indicated that how 

the in-group was represented would drastically alter the emotional and 

attitudinal responses of the respondent toward both the in-group and the out-

group. 
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The independent variables included measurements of identity elements, 

which were intended to capture how the social identities represented in the 

experimental manipulations factored into the individual’s self-concept. In 

this study, identities presented in the representations were race, nationality, 

and social class. Race and nationality were measured using items from the 

2014 General Social Survey (GSS) identity module, while social class 

identification was captured with a regularly repeated question on the GSS. 

Specifically, racial identity was measured with items capturing five identity 

elements: prominence, private self-regard, public self-regard, salience, and 

verification. American national identity was measured with items capturing 

two of the identity elements (prominence and private self-regard), while 

social class identification was measured with an item capturing the 

respondent’s subjective view of their social positioning in a social class 

hierarchy. 

The collective emotions were captured with three different scales: guilt, 

shame, and threat. These three emotions are considered to be the potential 

outcomes of interacting with a negative collective memory. The measure-

ments of the collective emotions of guilt and shame were adapted from 

previously validated scales of guilt (Branscombe, Slugoski, and Kappen 

2004; Powell, Branscombe, and Schmitt 2005) and shame (Brown et al. 

2008; Piff, Martinez, and Keltner 2012). These served as the framework for 

my construction and validation of the items measuring threat (see 

Reichelmann 2017). Maintaining the structure and response format of the 

guilt and shame measures, the author generated a measurement of collective 

threat by reviewing the themes captured in previous qualitative studies (see 

Branscombe et al. 2007) and compiling them into survey items. This 

measurement of affective collective threat was borne of the work of Blumer 

(1958) and Bobo (1983, 1999) and, more specifically, refers to feelings of 

instability about one’s placement in society stemming from a realistic or 

symbolic challenge by an out-group.  

The items measuring the control variables were all modeled on items 

commonly used in national surveys. Sex, age, and region where respondent 

lived at 16 and currently lives were directly taken or adapted from the 2014  
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GSS. Inter-regional mobility was developed by observing if there was a 

change in region between where a respondent lived at 16 and where they 

currently live. Percent Black and percent rural in current zip code were 

generated by pairing zip codes with appropriate Census data. The highest 

educational level, income, and political ideology were either directly taken 

or adapted from the 2015 American National Election Survey (ANES). 

The dependent variables were intended to capture the theorized 

attitudinal consequences of the collective emotions and were bundled into 

three overriding outcomes: racism, social distance, and policy preferences. 

The racism items included previously validated measures of traditional 

racial resentment (Kinder and Sanders 1996) and explicit racial resentment 

(Wilson and Davis 2011), traditional prejudice through stereotypes (ANES 

and GSS), views on racial inequality (2010 GSS), and racial group 

competition (Bobo and Hutchings 1996). Social distance items included 

previously validated measures of closeness to Whites and Blacks (1972-

2006 GSS) and items adapted from the Bogardus social distance scale that 

are regularly captured on the GSS (Smith et al. 2016). Lastly, policy 

preferences included previously validated measures of support for 

reparations (Brown et al. 2008) as well as opposition toward racial policies, 

such as preferential treatment in hiring for Black Americans and thoughts 

on the role of the government in ensuring racial equality, as measured by 

ANES. 

 

 

Analytic Procedures 

 

The analysis was conducted in STATA, using a series of different 

analytical techniques in order to answer the range of research questions 

posed. Most of the analysis, however, was conducted through ordinal 

logistic regressions since the majority of outcome variables had ordinal 

response scales. The combination of the theory, the data design, and the 

analytical methods facilitated a test of the range of research questions listed 

in Table 1.  
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FINDINGS 

 

As Table 1 indicates, the overall breadth of the experiment allowed for 

a series of relevant hypotheses to be tested to help evaluate Group Position 

Theory. The table identifies the overriding questions and findings of the 

study. In summation, the study findings supported the entirety of the theory 

through a series of steps. During the project development phase, I 

constructed several items to measure collective threat. These were intended 

to capture feelings of instability that White Americans have about their 

current status in society, when considering the harm their in-group caused 

to African Americans in the past. By using factor analysis, I validated this 

new quantitative measure, providing evidence that collective threat is a 

viable feeling present in White Americans which is distinct from collective 

guilt and shame. 

The measure was then used to demonstrate that higher levels of 

attachment to White racial identity and American national identity, as well 

as self-identifying as lower class, increased the odds of experiencing threat. 

Collective threat was also found to be significantly associated with 

conservative racial attitudes. Such findings are important because they 

support the core components of Blumer’s theory which had only been 

inferred from previous studies. With the empirical approach used here, I was 

able to directly measure threat and demonstrate its statistical relationship to 

both predicted precursors and outcomes. 

Most hypotheses that were not confirmed within the current study 

context were merely comparative hypotheses meant to further distinguish 

threat from the other emotions of guilt and shame. These hypotheses were 

included because previous studies had produced findings with some support. 

Specifically, the relationship found in previous studies between shame and 

outcome variables was not supported in this study. The other unsupported 

hypotheses related to the impact of the representation on collective emotions 

vis-à-vis the reminder. 

Based on the theory, I expected that exposure to any representation of 

slavery would increase emotions across the board in comparison to simply 

being reminded of the event and not being exposed to a representation. 
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Further, I expected that exposure to a representation featuring a White 

perpetrator would result in an increase in threat in comparison to no or other 

types of exposure. However, neither representations of slavery nor the 

interactions between representation and identity yielded any greater effect 

on levels of collective threat than simply a reminder of slavery. 

 

Table 1. Connection between goals, research questions, and findings 

 

Goals Main Questions 
Significant Support 

of Hypotheses 

Introduce/validate 

threat as a collective 

emotion 

Is collective threat a conceptually-distinct 

collective emotion (vis-a-vis related 

emotions such as guilt and shame)? 
Yes 

Impact of identity 

on collective 

emotions 

Do racial, national, and social class 

identities affect White Americans' 

experiences of threat? 

Impact of 

representation on 

collective emotions 

Does the representation of slavery (i.e., 

with a focus on Whites as perpetrators or 

Blacks as victims) affect White American's 

experience of collective threat, guilt, and 

shame? No 

Does identity mediate the representation-

collective emotion relationship? In other 

words, do racial and national identities 

mediate this relationship? 

Association 

between emotions 

and socio-political 

attitudes 

Do collective emotions impact 

contemporary racial attitudes such as racial 

prejudice, social distance, and race-targeted 

policy opposition? 

Partial 

 

If threat is present in White Americans with stronger attachment to their 

identities – and that threat is not dependent upon representation – then one 

plausible reason is that internalized images of slavery are more powerful 

than representations of them. Slavery is such a controversial collective 

memory that its mere mention may result in an arousal of emotions. The 

collective memory of slavery in the United States is so tangled up in the 

element of time, political gesturing, historical amnesia, and contemporary 

race relations that possibly its impact is more individually internalized than 
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previously anticipated. For this reason, a simple reminder of slavery, rather 

than a more detailed visual or written representation, could arouse threat. 

In effect, emotional responses to slavery may be based on how 

individuals have internalized and made sense of their collective past. The 

respondents’ internalized images of slavery may be more powerful than the 

experimentally-offered representations. Since these conditions showed no 

significant effect more than the reminder, future work needs to explore if 

simply “slavery” as a topic produces the threat. The results thus far indicate 

that respondents with stronger attachment to their White racial identity and 

American national identity are more likely to experience threat when 

thinking about slavery, regardless of if and how they are exposed to such 

representations. 

The overall findings of the experiment present a rather compelling 

narrative about the role of threat in American race relations. In particular, 

White Americans experience feelings of threat when they simply are 

reminded about slavery. Those who have stronger White and American 

identities, or who are in more direct competition with Blacks (such as lower-

class Whites), feel the threat even more intensely. However, the types of 

representations which result in heightened levels of threat are unknown, 

indicating that it is possible that simply priming respondents to think about 

slavery as an historical event causes them to have feelings of anxiety about 

how members of their racial group treated Black Americans in the past. 

These heightened feelings of threat are also directly related to contemporary 

racial attitudes, net of the effects of high-status group identification. The 

overall findings result from the most comprehensive examination to date of 

key tenets of Blumer’s group position theory and hold relevance for current 

issues in the U.S. and future scholarly research. 

 

 

Limitations 

 

It is important to briefly acknowledge the study’s limitations. The use 

of a survey-based experiment, rather than an experiment in a laboratory,  
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means that I could not control activities that were occurring in the social or 

political world while the data were being collected. One particularly 

important moment, poignant for Americans and specific to slavery, involved 

Michelle Obama’s speech at the Democratic National Convention on July 

25, 2016, which occurred near the end of the data collection period. In her 

speech, she specifically spoke to the unique history of the United States and 

even provided an answer to one of the questions I asked about a respondent’s 

knowledge of slavery when she stated, “I wake up every morning in a house 

that was built by slaves.” Due to the design and the ability to complete the 

survey in one’s own time, I could not control for the impact such a statement 

might have had on participants’ survey responses or their mindsets. More 

broadly, the project was constructed with the belief that memories of past 

events matter in the present. As such, the timing of the survey coincided with 

societal and political debates over racism, police brutality, and protests for 

human rights. The effects of these events are unknowable, but their potential 

impact should be noted. 

Regarding the technical design of the survey, the representations used 

for the experimental conditions may be considered a limitation. I selected 

representations from archives and newspapers for very specific reasons, i.e., 

their focus on the victim and the perpetrator, along with their ability to evoke 

emotion. Yet individuals have different tolerances for such stimuli and the 

representations may not have the same effects across respondents. Future 

experiments should utilize these and other representations to further tease 

out the impact of such images, as well as compare them to mere historical 

reminders. 

Another potential methodological effect on my results stems from the 

consent form, which essentially served as a trigger warning. The consent 

form informed people that if they think historical representations of violence 

will disturb them, then they should choose not to participate. While the form 

does not mention anything about slavery, its wording essentially  

discouraged respondents who are skittish about or sensitive to represent-

ations of violence from participating. 
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Finally, 42% of respondents who moved past the consent form and 

started the survey did not finish.5 The reasons for their non-completion are 

unknown, but could relate to the wording of specific questions, perhaps 

particularly pertaining to threat. If those who were most threatened dropped 

out, my results would represent a conservative estimate of the actual level 

of threat in society. Future research should explore this possibility. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Future Tests 

 

The case study of the experiment described above offers just one of 

many research projects which could hypothetically test the concept of group 

threat as posited by Blumer’s GPT. An extension to this particular project 

would be to compare the attitudinal outcomes of a representation treatment 

group, a reminder treatment group, and a control group in order to more 

deeply understand if a reminder is more threatening than a representation. 

Other experiments that could test if threat results in an increase in 

prejudice would follow this same exposure logic. My colleagues and I are 

currently in the process of testing if exposure to either (what is commonly 

known as) the Confederate Flag or the American Flag results in particular 

emotional and attitudinal responses. If respondents are threatened by what 

the Confederate Flag represents (whether that be the memory of slavery or 

the loss of Southern White culture), then the experiment would bear similar 

findings to the one discussed here. Similarly, one could expose half of the 

respondents to a campaign speech by Donald Trump and half to nothing, and 

then measure emotional and attitudinal outcomes in order to see if certain 

rhetoric increases levels of threat and subsequently conservative racial 

attitudes. 

                                                           
5 In total, 991 respondents completed less than 20% of the survey and 46 respondents completed 

more than 80% of the survey, but did not elect to submit the survey. That translates into a 

42% dropout rate. 
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There have been a few qualitative experiments which attempted to 

invoke feelings of threat. Two examples involved the framing of White 

privilege. First, Branscombe, Schmitt, and Schiffhauer (2007) had White 

respondents write narratives focusing on either White privilege or White 

disadvantage, finding that respondents who were asked to focus on White 

privilege showed increased levels of modern racism. Powell, Branscombe 

and Schmitt (2005) had White respondents rate statements about racial 

inequality as either White privilege or Black disadvantage, and found that a 

focus on privilege and advantage resulted in higher levels of guilt and less 

racism. The studies did not, however, explicitly measure threat in the 

individual, but rather only alluded to it. 

Alternatively, social scientists could take advantage of the naturally-

occurring quasi-experiments in society. For instance, one could explore the 

levels of anti-immigrant attitudes in England in comparison to another 

country in Europe after the Brexit votes. Alternatively, one could use GSS 

data to capture levels of anti-Black attitudes before, during, and after the 

presidency of Barack Obama, comparing them to anti-Black attitudes in 

Canada at similar times, noting the different national histories. One quasi-

experiment that my colleagues and I have just started involves determining 

if the physical object of a memorial about collective violence could result in 

increased feelings of threat. By capturing measures of attitudes and feelings 

before, during, and after the development of the memorial, we can compare 

the residents of the memorial city to those of a comparable city in order to 

ascertain if the memory which the memorial evokes in any way threatens 

those who are the most likely to interact with it. 

There are, of course, other methods that would capture threat as a 

concept, but the experimental method is one of the few that controls for all 

potential exogenous variables. For the purposes of capturing elements of 

Blumer’s theory in an experiment, we simply need a representation of what 

is believed to cause the feelings of threat, allowing us to capture possible 

outcomes of threat, as the above experiments would. 
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Wider Implications 

 

Experiments provide a unique space to test what appears to be a simple 

theory. More common methods of data collection can be paired with 

experiments, but as stand-alone approaches, they suffer from too many false 

positives. In other words, previous methods which have been used, such as 

cross-sectional survey measures of attitudes, do not allow us to truly control 

for other components of society which could result in heightened levels of 

threat. 

One might reasonably ask: “What do experiments offer us that other 

methods do not?” Quite simply, experiments allow us to capture the 

immediate aftermath of exposure to the treatment that we believe causes the 

feelings of threat. The method allows us to randomize who receives the 

treatment in order to control for any effects of sociodemographic variables, 

making those identity characteristics moot. Experiments also allow one to 

make a stronger causal prediction, in many cases, with the use of a control 

group. 

Using an experiment to test Blumer’s Group Position Theory 

demonstrates how certain social and attitudinal outcomes, such as prejudice, 

are more complex than previously thought. It would be easy to say that 

prejudice is individual and simply chastise the person who is “racist.” It is 

harder to acknowledge that racial prejudice in the United States, for 

example, is historically embedded in the roots of a nation founded on slavery 

and the development of the racial hierarchy. Experiments can capture this 

fear of the implications of the past through a representation of that past. The 

experiments, therefore, take the “common” out of what one might define as 

“common sense.” They can capture the ways that prejudice is group-based 

and that – in many ways at different times – White Americans can be both 

theoretically and practically racist in order to achieve the goal of maintaining 

their sense of self and their group’s current status at the top of the racial 

hierarchy in society. 
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APPENDIX 

 

Respondents for the full survey were randomly exposed to one of the 

following five experimental conditions: 

 

 

Perpetrator-Focused Written Representation Condition 

 

Please read the following statements concerning acts of violence 

committed against slaves and complete the survey to the best of your ability.  

 

1) Four unnamed Black male slaves died from exposure to the 

elements after being forced to march along the roadside from 

Virginia to Tennessee by their White slaveowner, Mr. Denton.  

2) Alexander McNeill, a White slaveowner and member of the firm 

McNeill, Fiske, & Co., severely whipped slave Henry Water with 

cowhides for not placing McNeill’s clothes in the proper position 

and not polishing his boots well enough [1]. 

3) A White slave driver buried a Black male slave alive up to his chin 

and left him there for five days after an attempted escape [2].  

4) A White slavemaster whipped a Black female slave every night until 

she submitted to having sex with him.  

5) A White soldier from Captain Columbus Moore’s troop shot and 

killed a female slave girl for resisting a rape in Augusta, Georgia 

[3].  

6) A White slaveowner whipped a Black male slave to death because 

he would not deny his belief in God [4].  

7) Benjamin James Harris, a wealthy White tobacconist of Richmond, 

Virginia, whipped a fifteen-year-old slave girl to death. While he 

was whipping her, his wife heated a smoothing iron, put it on the 

slave girl’s body in various places, and burned her severely [5].  

8) A White overseer tied a slave to a tree, whipped him several times, 

and then piled brush around him, set it on fire, and burned him to 

death in Goochland County, Virginia [6].  
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9) The White wife of a slaveowner beheaded a female slave’s baby 

while the slave watched because it was an illegitimate child of her 

husband, the slaveowner [7]. 

10) A White master forced a Black female slave to undress. He tied her 

down to stakes and whipped her with a handsaw until he broke it 

over her. Then he raped her [8]. 

 

Sources: [1] Narrative of Henry Watson; [2] Narrative of Nehemiah Caulkins; [3] 

http://www.southernheritage411.com/truehistory.php?th=082; [4] Narrative of 

Sarah Grimke; [5-6] Narrative of William Poe; [7] Unnamed slave in Georgia, 

1937. WPA Slave Narrative Project; [8] Life and Narrative of William J. Anderson  

 

 

Perpetrator-Focused Visual Representation Condition 

 

Please take 30 seconds to study the following image. The page will 

advance automatically to the survey. 

 

 
Source: George Grantham Bain Collection, Library of Congress. 
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Victim-Focused Written Representation Condition 

 

Please read the following statements concerning acts of violence against 

slaves and complete the survey to the best of your ability. 

 

1) Four unnamed Black male slaves died from exposure to the 

elements when marching along the roadside from Virginia to 

Tennessee.  

2) Slave Henry Watson received severe whipping with cowhides for 

not placing his master’s clothes in the proper position and not 

polishing his boots well enough [1].  

3) A Black male slave was buried alive up to his chin and left for five 

days after an attempted escape [2].  

4) A Black female slave was whipped every night until she submitted 

to having sex with her master.  

5) A female slave girl was shot and killed for resisting a rape in 

Augusta, Georgia [3].  

6) A Black male slave was whipped to death because he would not 

deny his belief in God [4].  

7) A fifteen-year-old slave girl was whipped to death. While she was 

being whipped, she was severely burned with an iron [5].  

8) A Black slave was tied to a tree, whipped multiple times, and then 

brush was piled around him, set on fire and he was burned to death 

in Goochland County, Virginia [6].  

9) A Black female slave watched her daughter get beheaded [7].  

10) A Black female slave was forcibly undressed. She was then tied 

down to stakes and whipped with a handsaw until it broke over her. 

Then she was raped [8].  

 

Sources: [1] Narrative of Henry Watson; [2] Narrative of Nehemiah Caulkins; [3] 

http://www. southernheritage411.com/truehistory.php?th=082; [4] Narrative of 

Sarah Grimke; [5-6] Narrative of William Poe; [7] Unnamed slave in Georgia, 

1937. WPA Slave Narrative Project; [8] Life and Narrative of William J. Anderson  
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Victim-Focused Visual Representation Condition 

 

Please take 30 seconds to study the following image. The page will 

advance automatically to the survey. 

 

 
Source: From photographs by McPherson & Oliver.  

Illus. in: Harper’s Weekly, 1863 July 4, p. 429, bottom. 

 

 

Control Group Condition 

 

The following pages will include questions that ask you to rate 

statements based on how you feel at the moment.  
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