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Psychology


Psychological principles are around us everywhere, present in everyday situations.  Not only are they present in our everyday lives, but it can be observed in the media, too.  Television, books, and movies all are very good at presenting psychological principles to the world.  It is in understanding the principles and identifying how the media is trying to express these principles the hard part.   The beautifully filmed movie Crash shows many psychological principles in a lot of the scenes.  Some of the scenes depicted the principles clearly, while in others the principles were quietly placed into the movie.  From the hindsight bias, to the fundamental attribution error, to the obedience to authority principle, to the cognitive dissonance theory; the movie was able to show all these principles.  

The hindsight bias is easily seen in one of the opening scenes of Crash.  In this particular scene, Jean and Richard Cabot were sitting in their car when two gentlemen came up to them to steal the car.  After the car theft, Jean stands there and says “I knew it was going to happen.”  Despite the fact that she does not have psychic abilities, she claims that she knew that the car theft was going to happen.  She even says the key words of “I knew it.”  Another name for the hindsight bias is the “I knew it all along” phenomenon.  What the hindsight bias says is that people have the tendency to exaggerate, after an event is known, the ability to have predicted its outcome.  In other words it is people’s tendency to believe that they knew what was going to happen even though they really did not.  With this scene, Jean thought she had the ability to predict the car’s theft, but she only had intimations it was going to happen.  She did not know for a fact that it was going to happen.  After the car theft, she claimed she knew it was going to happen because she was victim of the hindsight bias.

Another scene in Crash that demonstrates another psychological aspect is in the opening scene of the movie which details a car crash, which shows the fundamental attribution error.  The movie depicts a car crash where an Asian lady rear ends a Hispanic lady.  As the Asian lady talks to the police officer, she yells out, “Not my fault.  It’s her fault.  Mexicans don’t know how to drive.”  She blames the reason that Ria, the Hispanic lady, braked too fast on the fact that she was Hispanic rather than other factors.  Instead of trying to explain why the accident happened on the light or the driving conditions, she blames the other driver’s background.  The fundamental attribution error states that people tend to attribute the behavior of others to dispositional factors and underestimate the influence of the situation.  In this situation, the dispositional factor is the ethnicity of the Hispanic driver, whereas the influence of the situation included the time of day, the traffic light, and the traffic.

Later on in the movie we see a second example of the fundamental attribution error with Anthony and Peter.  After they ate in a restaurant, they talked about the service they received.  Anthony talks about the service being horrible.  He points out how it took them an hour and a half to get their dinner and how he did not get any cups of coffee, but then Peter rebuttals with the idea that neither of them wanted coffee.  In spite of what Peter says, Anthony goes on to state that the waitress did not serve them because the waitress was racist.  Peter argues that the waitress was Black and how could she be racist against Blacks.  Then the scene moves on.  The fact that Anthony concludes the waitress is a racist is an example of the fundamental attribution error.  Anthony received poor service and blamed it on the waitress’s racism.  He does not look at other any other facts, such as the fact that he did not want coffee, or the fact that it may have took the cooks a long time to prepare their food.  Because he attributed the waitress’s slow service to her supposed racism, he committed the fundamental attribution error.  Her supposed racism is the dispositional factor, and the influence of the situation would be the restaurant’s busyness.

Further into a movie is a scene where the fundamental attribution error can be seen in Crash involves the characters Shaniqua Johnson and Officer Ryan.  In this scene, Officer Ryan talks to Shaniqua on the phone and asks her about his fathers’ options for medical attention.  She informs him that his father had to go back to the same doctor, but Officer Ryan was displeased with this option and so he asks her for her name.  After being yelled at, she tells him that her name is Shaniqua Johnson.  With disgust, he goes on to say that it figures.  Even though he does not know her, he assumes that the reason why she was so unhelpful to him on the fact that her name was Shaniqua meaning that she was Black.  He used the dispositional factor of her race to attribute the reason why she would not help him out.  Officer Ryan did not think about the fact that Shaniqua was just doing her job, or the fact that maybe Shaniqua was having a bad day, but rather he wanted to blame it solely on her race.  Then, the next day he commits the fundamental attribution error again by blaming the fact she does not want to bend the rules for him on the fact that she is Black.

Another psychological principal that the movie Crash encounters is the obedience to authority principle.  Detailed in one scene is an officer reporting to his lieutenant about how bigoted his partner acts.  The officer is really insistent on the idea that his partner really is bigoted, but his lieutenant does not want confrontation.  So instead of standing up for his own pride and honor, the officer follows the lieutenant’s instructions and ignores his gut feeling.  In following the lieutenant’s ideas and not his, the officer succumbed to the obedience to authority principle.  This principle states that people are easily taught to be subservient towards authority figures.  Looking at this example, the authority figure was the lieutenant.  Despite the fact that the officer really believed what he said, he decided to do what the lieutenant told him to, which was ignore the bigotry and say that he had flatulence problems to avoid his partner.

For an additional scene that has the obedience to authority principle, the scene with Fred and Cameron works.  After finishing a take for a television show, Cameron was satisfied with the results, while Fred was disgruntled.  Fred believed that one of the characters was not talking Black enough.  Shocked by the statement, Cameron began to argue against his boss, Fred; but then Fred made a comment asking, “Is there a problem?”  Cameron decided not to argue against his boss and decided it was best to do a retake.  Despite his own intuition on the shot scene, he denied his feelings and went with what the authority said.  The authority in this example was Fred, and Cameron obeyed Fred’s demands.

In another scene that involves Cameron, we see him involved in the obedience to authority principle again.  While driving home from an event, Cameron is pulled over by Officer Ryan and Officer Hanson.  Initially Officer Ryan took a closer look at Cameron and his wife because they were a black couple driving an expensive Lincoln Navigator, but then notices that the couple was engaging in an inappropriate activity.  Officer Ryan then interrogates Cameron with a harsh tone.  After that, Officer Ryan asks Karen, Cameron’s wife, to exit the car because she was mouthing off to him.  He continues to then basically molest Karen, but claimed that he was only frisking her for weapons.  Cameron does not interrupt or object.  He was victim to the obedience to authority principle.  The police officers are authority figures, so Cameron figures he does not have any power and that it would be pointless to object.  Cameron just obeys and stands by to let the authorities do what they have to do, even though Cameron hates what they are doing and believes that what they are doing are wrong.

Also in the scene with Cameron, Karen, Officer Ryan, and Officer Hanson is an additional example of obedience to authority principle.  Officer Hanson realized that the only reason Officer Ryan bothered to look at the car was because they were a Black couple driving an expensive car in a rich neighborhood.  He then saw that Officer Ryan was molesting Karen.  In fact he was morally against both offenses that Officer Ryan committed, but did not stop him.  Hanson’s partner was on the force a lot longer than he was, so he automatically assumed that he had no power to stop it.  He was subservient to the authority figure, which in this case was Officer Ryan.
Lastly, the cognitive dissonance theory is present throughout the film, but one of the scenes that it is evident is with the character of the lieutenant.  The lieutenant understands that Officer Hanson’s claims of Officer Ryan being a bigot is true, but he refuses to take action.  He feels that he has to be consistent with the idea that others have of him.  With being a Black lieutenant and having Officer Ryan serving for him for so long, he could not have it get out that he left it like that for so long.  So he continues to allow the bigotry of Officer Ryan to prevail.  In fact, the lieutenant does not even speak to Officer Ryan at all.  The cognitive dissonance theory explains that people have a drive to maintain consistency, that they feel dissonance when inconsistency arises so they try to reduce the dissonance.  In this example, the lieutenant reduces the importance of exposing a person’s bigotry.  Despite being Black himself, he ignores Officer Ryan’s offenses so that he could maintain consistent to everyone.  The lieutenant even says that he knew about it but he would look like a fool if he reported it now, a large amount of time after he became lieutenant.
Crash depicted the hindsight bias, fundamental attribute error, obedience to authority, and cognitive dissonance theory in scene after scene.  There are even more psychological principles present in this movie.  These four principles are just the tip of the iceberg.  Injected in this film are other ideas such as prejudice, discrimination, and the self-serving bias.  This film also shows how psychological principles are present everywhere in everyday situations, even though most of these situations are extreme.
