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ABSTRACT

Societal dissonance istheinconsistency in attitudes based on the psychological construct of
cognitive dissonance (tension emerging from awareness of two inconsistent thoughts or
cognitions; Festinger, 1957) but applied at a societal level. This article is derived from a
study (Brown, 2008) that was focused on the deficit perception of African American males
in higher education. In the case of African American males, societal dissonance influences
the way in which they are perceived. Racialized societal dissonance concerning Black males
occurs when society cannot differentiate between stereotypical representations of Black
males (which are generally negative) and the characteristics of individual Black males
encountered in thereal world.

Introduction

Festinger’'s theory of cognitive dissonance dealth wliscrepancy between cognitions.
Festinger (1957) defined these cognitions as “angwkedge, opinion, or belief about the
environment, about oneself, or about one’s beha\mr62). The related concept sbcietal
dissonancas based on the foundations of cognitive dissoadheory. Thus, societal cognitions
are based on the beliefs and perceptions held bpl@dsociety) instead of the beliefs held by
the individual concerning displayed behavior. Ading to cognitive dissonance theory, people
have a tendency to seek consistency among thenitemts (i.e., beliefs, opinions); the same
holds true for societal dissonance. When societggdees an inconsistency between attitudes or
behaviors (dissonance), something must changeirtonake that dissonance. In the case of a
discrepancy between attitudes and behavior, soamtgt likely changes its attitude to
accommodate the behavior.

Festinger (1957) identified two factors that affée strength of dissonance: the number
of dissonant beliefs and the importance attachezhti belief. These factors apply to cognitive
and societal dissonance alike. Festinger sugg#sted ways to eliminate dissonance: (a) reduce
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the importance of the dissonant beliefs, (b) adasonant beliefs that outweigh the dissonant
beliefs, and (c) change the dissonant beliefs @btkiey are no longer inconsistent.

Based on Festinger’s theory (1957), dissonancersauoost often in situations in which
society must choose between two incompatible feelmf actions. In the case of African
American males, societal dissonance influencesaméne in which they are perceived. As with
other subgroups, African American males can bespdhor vilified; as stated throughout the
study (Brown, 2008); they are often viewed fromediait perceptive. Societal dissonance is the
inability to reconcile conflicting beliefs aboutgroup with actions carried out by individuals
from that group. Dissonance occurs when societynaaudifferentiate between stereotypical
representations of Black males (which are generakdgative) and the characteristics of
individual Black males encountered in the real worl

Purpose of the Article

The purpose of this article is to determine thecgied influence of racialized societal
dissonance, on the academic success of seven acatlgrauccessful African American male
undergraduate students at a predominantly Whitgutien of higher education. This was done
by examining students’ self-efficacy, support stoe, and academic background, guided by the
four research questions, one of which focused Epalty on Societal Dissonance

Through the experiences of the participants, tlelysrovides insight into issues of
societal perception, persistence, support, andsadbeough the perspective of African American
males. This study was developed to provide a comd>understanding of African American
males in higher education and provide those whokwaith the African American male
populations in higher education, as well as in Ksk®ings, insight to Black males from their
perspective. The findings may be used to assistutiens of higher education in the recruitment
and retention of African American males by provgistrategies and recommendations.

Resear ch Question One

Research question oneWhat is the perceived influence of societal dissoraon the African
American male’s academic success?

The seven young men interviewed for this study éracbuntered many obstacles, in the
form of low expectations, negative stereotypes, amekalistic pressures to represent the entire
Black race; yet, they had been successful in comgntheir journey into and through higher
education. Society sends out inconsistent and soregtunjustified messages about perceptions
and attitudes toward African American males. Thgseng men, like many others, challenged
societal stereotypes and social dissonance to\akieir academic success. A selection of their
interview responses summarizes these challengdbetostereotypes and their solutions for
societal dissonance.

Andrew recognized the general social stereotypethefBlack community, particularly young
Black males. He saw it as his obligation to chakenhat stereotype through his personal
behavior.
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| think the Black community and a lot of the Blaciales here are perceived to being
lazy. And to an extent we are. | think it ties backthe stereotypes of Black males and
the Black community in general, that it's so muelsier to sell drugs or to rap or to play
basketball and be successful than to put yourifaeebook and work hard for 4 years in
order to achieve that same goal. . . . | have advwagd to be a noble person and tried to
have some sense of integrity. You can't reddhgak a stereotype, but you can be an
exceptiorto a stereotype.

Andrew recognized that, whether or not by choice,was a representative of his race in
everyday situations.

| don't want the Black community to continue to perceived as being lazy, which
motivates me on a daily basis to make sure that hable and do not need to achieve for
my personal success but for the success of th&kBlmmmunity. It is easy to stereotype a
race, especially the Black race. When you are endlass and you are the only Black
student there, when you say something in class,ayeua representative of the Black
race. For a lot of people, you are the only Blaekspn that they interact with or may see.
So if you say something out of turn or you act date way, you behave in a certain way,
it only reinforces what they see on TV.

Damian pointed out that he was not the only repriasiee of his race on the campus. He was
sometimes reluctant to be identified with some peand sometimes he was embarrassed or at
least uncomfortable about the way some other Afrigaerican males represented his race.

| think it would have an influence on anyone. Wieetmegatively or positively, if
someone does not believe in you or has a negagweeption of you, it can have an
influence on how you perform in school. You heapwithat kind of stuff all the time on
TV and in the news, about how some guy killed hithar and father because he was
abused as a kid. The abuse doesn’t always have physical for it to affect a person. |
think it's the same for Black males in college. Teachers don’t think you are smart, the
students don't think you are smart, it's hard bo yrave to get over it.

When you see someone acting out, wearing baggis pafust clowning, which you see
too often on this campus, it’'s like, “There gaegreputation. That's howm going to be
viewed.” You hear someone coming down the sidewalk talking really loud, and you
turn around and it's a Black guy. Do you know hdwttis? It's embarrassing. . . . I'm
not the only Black person on a predominantly Whiganpus, it's [already] a lot of
pressure to fight those stereotypes. And thenfiitistrating when you have peers who

don'tcare.. ..

Jesse framed the social dissonance experiencedrica® American males on the campus of an
institution of higher education in terms of competi with students of other races.
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| spend so much time in the library trying to comepwith the other cultures because |
know that they are doing the same amount of wosgt tham doing, and that they are
trying to compete with me for the same jobs ated on in life.

| think it [societal dissonance] plays a major pant how we interact with the other
students and then, how it affects us in classtdnofind myself taking time out to think
about what | want to say in class. Instead of gpstaking my mind, or blurting something
out, | take time to think about it. So | guess g®od and bad. Good because | don’t talk
much, but when | do, it is usually of quality. Thad would be, no one should have to be
that scared to share their thoughts. | think negasitereotypes and looking down on
people plays a huge role in one’s college expeegeactually in life.

[In one class] instead of being the team leadeiglivhshould have been) and instead of
speaking my mind and my opinions, | was actuallyh@ background. | was actually at
the bottom of the totem pole, maybe because thplpewound me were so intelligent. |

felt maybe ashamed to speak my mind. We had toeptes project to our class, but

working with this group, | felt [they were] smartdran | was. A little bit smarter than

me. Can you feel sometimes when a person is smarteas that intelligence level? It's

kind of above you, sometimes by the way they prettemselves.

Once | was placed in that group among the othertdmiginess majors, | had to keep that
image intact; but at the same time, it kind of défed me. It is kind of hard to look upon

that situation. Let's say we are both going in fioe interview for the same job; the

employer can’t look on both of us and say, “Alrighi going to pick him because . .. or

| can’t X you out because you weren'’t raised ingame environment.”

Saviour presented one constructive solution tolehgé negative stereotypes about the African
American male held by people on the higher edusatampus in particular and in society in
general. He saw his role as an “educator” of sgeegarding the image of the African American
male. Inferred in his description is his assumptibrole model as well as educator.

My job is a job, but it's not a job. We put on pramgs . . . that promote awareness and
spread information, because a lot of people come, especially White people, and they
don’t know anything about other cultures. They #apgs like, “What's life like being
Black?” or “I've never seen a Black person befolgs’ like all they see is what they see
on TV, so when they walk across the street, theytdmow any other dimension. So we
try to let them see another side. In that aspectd’leader because, when people see me
and they see what | am all about, they see songethfferent, something they've never
seen before. So | try to teach them. It's justrimtalk ways, I'm not going to go down my
résumé or anything, it's just small things likettha

| don't like to make excuses for anybody or makeuses for why | have not done well
on a test, or something like that. But truthfullythink being negatively stereotyped or
perceived as bad hurts. | always try to treat emsgywith the same amount of respect
and teach people whenever | have an opportunitywhen you walk in to class and you
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have already been judged, it is pretty hard tanaanal. When you are constantly looked
upon as bad or not able to do the work, sometinseiscan’t help but start to believe it.
That is when you have to be strong and not letstogd you from being successful.

Without saying so directly, Wayne implied that Aah American males on campus may not be
as different in their social roles as some haveypred. He described them as being categorized
in much the same way as other males on campus.

| would say Black males in this campus are diviadd three categories: athletes, Greeks
and regular folks. If you are not an athlete, yoel othing; if you are not a Greek, you
are nothing; and then you fall into that categokyjast so and so.” That's the way we
talk about each other here . . . . You [are delitgda title or a role and you get lumped
into one of the three.

Analysisfor Research Question One

Although the participants in this study all alludedhe fact that the negative stereotypes
and perceptions of Black males on campus and iretyocould have a negative influence on
their academic performance, the general conserermesl to be that this particular group of
young men used this deficit perception of Black esdlo their advantage. Jesse, Damian, and
Saviour all stated directly that the negative puess and stereotypes of societal dissonance
would affect a Black male’s academic matriculatioto college in an adverse way. When asked
whether he thought that dissonance on a societel lead an influence on a Black male’s
academic success, Jesse responded, “I think it @ayajor part on how we interact with the
other students and then, how it affects us in ¢ld3ss clearly shows that the deficit perspective
unjustly given to Black males at times has the pidéto affect Black males, not only in life but
in the classroom as well. This group of young medrassed the issue of negative stereotypes,
feelings of isolation, and low academic expectatidny performing well in the classroom.
Saviour went a step further, stating that it was ‘fob to act as an educator,” to teach others
when confronted with issues of a deficit perceptéBlack males. He also said, “I don't like to
make excuses for anybody or make excuses for vilayé not done well on a test, or something
like that. But truthfully, | think being negativeltereotype or perceived as bad hurts.” Andrew
took it upon himself to address this obstacle bgueing that his personal behavior did not match
that of the stereotypical young Black male.

While the findings related to this question shovexidence of the participants doing
exceedingly well academically despite obvious fegdiof isolation and low expectations held by
others, one participant expressed feelings of #acipressures affecting his academic
performance.

It was surprising to hear from Saviour that in 28@rdents of the African American race
were still receiving questions asking “what isikelto be Black.” As stated earlier, these young
men, like many others before them, have challesgedktal stereotypes and social dissonance to
achieve academic success. Andrew summarized timeatdt response to this research question
best: “I have always tried to be a noble person taied to have some sense of integrity. You
can’t reallybreaka stereotype, but you can beexteptiornto a stereotype.”
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From this, one can assume a direct relationshiwd®t societal dissonance and African
American male’s academic performance, and sucdessftriculation into college. It is not the
intention of the researcher to prove that negatieeeotyping is exclusive to African American
males nor to excuse the poor academic performanBiack males in college. In agreement with
Damian, it is the opinion of this researcher thagative stereotyping has tip®ssibility of
adversely affecting anyone. These data are offierecbnsideration.

The findings seem to be consistent with researpbrted by Steele and Aronson (1995),
who postulated that, when a person’s social idgmitattached to a negative stereotype, that
person will tend to underperform in a manner cdasiswith the stereotype. Steele and Aronson
attributed the underperformance to a person’s angat he or she will conform to the negative
stereotype. The anxiety manifests itself in varimags, including distraction and increased body
temperature, all of which diminish performance leve

Resear ch Question One: Findings

Research question on&hat is the perceived influence of societal dissopaon the African
American male’s academic success?

1. There was a direct relationship between sociisdonance and these African American
males’ academic performance and successful madtioalinto college.

2. This group of young men addressed the issuegutive stereotypes, feelings of isolation, and
low academic expectations by performing well in ¢keessroom.

3. Although these Black males were aware of thécitigferception of them they combated the
negativity by doing well in the classroom, sevestakted that the negative perceptions affect them
and hurts them emotionally.

4. These Black males addressed deficit stereotymyngnsuring that their personal behavior did
not match that of the stereotypical young Blackemal

5. These findings are consistent with researchrte@doy Steele and Aronson (1995) postulating
that, when a person’s social identity is attacleed hegative stereotype, that person will tend to
underperform in a manner consistent with the stgpeo

The findings from this study are consistent witle findings reported in the reviewed
literature (Brown, 2008). According to the partemis in the present study, perception of
African American males is usually discussed frodefcit perspective. Many African American
males with varied backgrounds, including doctoasyylers, social workers, teachers, janitors,
and construction workers, are confronted with stiggges every day. Bill Cosby once stated, “If
a White man falls off a chair drunk, it’s just audk. If a Negro does, it's the whole damn Negro
race.” While some may find this statement a lifdefetched, many African American males
would agree wholeheartedly, as validated by thagyaants in this study.
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Concluding Remarks

Myriad issues emerged from this study. The paricip all expressed feelings of
isolation and negative stereotypes in both thesobtesn and in life. Faculty members at
institutions of higher education can challenge deécit perspective and stereotypes of Black
males in their classrooms, thus helping to addtiessssue of societal dissonance concerning
Black males. Festinger (1957) identified three wayseliminate dissonance: (a) reduce the
importance of the dissonant beliefs, (b) add coasbheliefs that outweigh the dissonant beliefs,
and (c) change dissonant beliefs so they are mgeloimconsistent. These goals can be achieved
by integrating minority and racism-related contirb the curriculum; for example, rather than
concentrating on “African American month,” the fégucould integrate into the curriculum an
ongoing program that identifies the contributidieglings, and lifestyles of minorities.

Aronson (1968) offered strategies for reducing @hssice on an individual level. Given
the similarities between rectifying individual asdcietal misconceptions and inconsistencies,
these strategies apply to societal dissonance #s (ag changing behavior to match one’s
attitude, (b) changing attitude to match one’s badra and (c) cognitively minimizing the
degree of inconsistency or its importance. Padiaip in this study reported that non-Black
students saw the Black students as intellectualfgrior. Faculty can address this issue by
interacting with all students at the same level,ti@ating all students the same way, and by
holding all students to the same standards. Suattipes acknowledge Black students as equals
while at the same time not spotlighting anyone perdy showing emotion that could be
misconstrued as favoritism. The first two strategmeentioned will not only acknowledge the
contributions of other cultures but will relieveepsures that many of the participants described
related to having to prove how smart they are @deoto be accepted.

The faculty member who senses tension or isolatitinin the classroom can give those
on the receiving end an opportunity to express tieelings and views. The opportunity may be
in the form of forums, workshops, or general infatimn sessions. Many of the participants in
this study stated that, if an opportunity were preed, they would use it to educate those who
are not familiar with other cultures.

Aronson (1968) suggested that reducing dissonanighitnoccur by acquiring new
information that is consistent with attitudes oti@ts that seem inconsistent at first. Faculty can
challenge stereotyped perceptions of the Black rimugh their interactions in the classroom.
Instructors can minimize the importance of a negaéttitude or behavior. This can be done by
focusing on the positive aspects of African Amamicaulture instead of targeting negative
aspects. Festinger (1957) stated that minimizimgetmphasis on differences or acknowledging
the differences from a positive aspect can redigsodant beliefs.

Demonstrations of racism are deeply rooted in theletal perceptions of African
American males and the generalized stereotype esh theing intellectually incompetent. This
perception affects Black males not only interndllit also externally through today’s policies in
higher education.

While America has made progress in rectifying tbgastating impact of discriminative
practices both socially and politically, which weakone time not only common but accepted
and viewed as norms, society has a long way befamning meaningless victories of temporary
change. The nation has not moved away from a digtative mentality. Although laws have
been reviewed and changed and some restiictimve been lifted, according to some of the



NATIONAL FORUM OF APPLIED EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH JOURAL
8

findings about how Black males perceive themsebsd their place in society and how they
think others perceive them have not changed.
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