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ONE

White People’s Judgments

Is this racist? Is that sexist? Why do you think so?

We spent years asking strangers these questions. We told Jack a story about a cop who shoots a Black teen after mistaking his cell phone for a gun, and we asked him if the story contained racism.1 A white, Southern, high school dropout, combat veteran, trauma survivor, and truck driver raised to embody traditional masculinity, Jack studied the picture that accompanied the story and then expressed ambivalence that leaned toward no: “It can be a simple mistake, whether he did or not. You don’t know anything. He could’ve possibly thought he saw a gun. But then, again, he could’ve said, ‘Well, my opportunity.’ You don’t know.” We asked the same question of Gavin, a tattooed pizza restaurant worker who is also a white, Southern, high school dropout, combat veteran, and trauma survivor raised to embody traditional masculinity. He disagreed with Jack. He thought the scenario contained racism: “I don’t think he would have fired at a white guy who was pointing his phone at him.”

We told them another story: a Mexican American man dies because he is taken to a hospital that doesn’t have the cardiac equipment necessary to save him from a heart attack, while a white man lives because he is taken to a hospital that does have this equipment. The doctors tried their best to save each man. Is there racism in this story? Again, Jack said no: “If you read the statement, it said doctors tried their best to save both of them. So, I mean, where would it be?” Again, Gavin said yes: “I think it is about systemic racism. The white man probably lives in a more affluent neighborhood, which probably gets more donations and grants versus the minority hospital, which probably has a lot more emergency room visits that don’t pay.”

We asked about situations with potential sexism too. In one, a husband and wife apply for jobs after the wife has been out of the workforce for two years to care for their baby. They both receive the same job with the same company, but the husband is offered a higher salary than his wife. Is this story about sexism? Again, Jack leaned toward no, the story is not about sexism: “Does the husband have more experience? Is he better qualified? Is he better trained? Is his work record better than hers? You have to look at the pros and cons. Now, it could be the fact that she was a female that he got more. It just depends.” Again, Gavin leaned toward yes, the story is about sexism: “It’s just two years of more experience in the same stuff. That shouldn’t equate to a higher salary.”

It’s not just Jack and Gavin who confront questions like these or who disagree. Americans are asked such questions repeatedly. Are affirmative action, public set-asides for Black-owned businesses, and reparations racist because they prioritize helping some racial groups, or are they antiracist because they work to rectify past racial injustices?2 Are stop-and-frisk, expanded authority for immigration officers, the denial of cash bail, and the illegality of marijuana in some states racially neutral policies because they apply to everyone, or are they racist policies because they disproportionately harm people of color?3 How about a white child’s Pocahontas costume, the passing over of actresses of color at the Oscars, or a CEO’s promise to hire more people of color—are any of these racist? The University of California Berkeley created a policy that asks hiring agents to penalize any applicant for a teaching position who “explicitly states the intention to ignore the varying backgrounds of their students and ‘treat everyone the same.’”4 Is the policy racist for asking applicants to treat people of different races differently or antiracist for acknowledging racial differences in typical life experiences? And what’s the best way to combat racism? Is the best way to stop discriminating on race to stop discriminating on race, as Supreme Court Chief Justice John Roberts suggested?5 Or, as the former Supreme Court Justices Harry Blackmun and Thurgood Marshall proposed, do we need to treat people unequally to achieve equality?6

Similar questions arise around sexism, though less often and sometimes with less fervor. Is it sexist against women that the country lacks paid maternity leave and free contraception?7 Is it sexist to pay English professors less than physics professors at the same university when the former are mostly women and the latter are mostly men, or is it not sexist because they are doing different jobs?8 Is it sexist that boys and girls are marketed different toys,9 that boys’ sports receive more resources than girls’,10 or that some school dress codes have or enforce more rules for girls than boys?11 Is it sexist against men that courts give shorter criminal sentences to women than to men,12 or that some colleges limit men’s due process after being accused of sexual assault?13 Solutions to sexism again depend on one’s views. Should we do nothing, as most claims of sexism are overblown? Or should we change our ideas, interactions, and institutions to give women and men more equal opportunities?

We’re all asked to make decisions about what’s racist, what’s sexist, and what’s not—to make judgment calls. No matter which judgment calls we issue, in our polarized political climate, millions of Americans make the opposite ones.14 Such differences leave many people confused about how what’s obvious to them isn’t always obvious to others, and sometimes angry as well. After all, much is at stake in making the right call.

The stakes are high because judgment calls help identify differential treatment by race and gender, including differential treatment that contributes to unfair inequalities. Such inequalities are common in contemporary America, even as they are neither natural nor inevitable. Instead, they are created and maintained at three overlapping levels: institutional, interactional, and ideological. Institutions can create inequality through their policies, rules, and routines, such as when precincts police Black neighborhoods with little crime more heavily than white ones,15 when manufacturers place their toxic waste in places where the pollution disproportionately affects Black and brown people,16 when religious organizations prohibit women from taking their most prestigious jobs,17 and when banks set policies that favor men in setting credit limits and approving business loans.18 Interactions also create racial and gender inequality, doing so, for example, when real estate agents direct residents to different neighborhoods according to their race,19 when promotion committees decide together that Asian Americans are unfit for leadership positions,20 when managers suggest women apply only for lower-paying “women’s jobs,”21 or when school officials call mothers more than fathers to talk about their children.22 Ideologies also matter for inequality.23 As packages of ideas about what is true, what used to be true, and what could become true, ideologies shape views about what institutional and interactional changes are necessary, if any.

Judgment calls challenge or sustain inequalities at each level. Identifying an institutional rule or an interaction as racist or sexist is a morally charged way of calling for it to change; doing this for the real sources of inequalities helps root them out while also spreading a reality-based ideology about their extent and nature. But many people deny or misidentify these inequalities’ true sources. Denying that institutions and interactions are racist or sexist when they produce unfair inequalities by race or gender causes harm. Such denials let them continue unabated, all while spreading a false message that these real problems don’t exist. But even those who acknowledge that racism or sexism are widespread problems may sometimes exaggerate or misidentify the sources of unfair inequalities. This distracts attention from their real drivers, creating a lesser but arguably still significant setback in the fight for equality.

Individuals’ judgment calls ripple through our society, aggregating up to create a more or less fair social order.24 In this way, everyone’s judgment calls matter. But white people’s judgment calls are particularly impactful. White people hold disproportionate institutional power; they hold the most leadership roles in places where rules are created and enforced, such as in government, business, media, schools, and courts of law.25 White people are also the largest racial group,26 so they are part of the most interactions that matter for inequality. Their size also gives them the most power to spread racial and gender ideologies. They tell their children, colleagues, and companions what they believe is racist, sexist, and not.

But it’s not just their institutional and numerical power that makes white people’s judgment calls vital to understand, it’s also that their views are increasingly up for grabs. From the 1980s until the early 2000s, most white people tended to hold stable views of what’s racist and sexist. Since then large numbers of white people have begun to change their minds.27 People of all races noticed this change, and some have increased their efforts to win white people to their side. Some have advised white people to recognize their white privilege, end their “white fragility,” and become antiracists; to quit mansplaining and stop perpetuating rape culture; and to join movements for social justice.28 Some white people have pushed in the other direction, banning books they believe sow racial or gender division, defunding diversity initiatives, defending sexual harassers, and rallying to keep Confederate statues in place.29 At least for a time, it seemed as though everyone thought their side could win if they convinced more white people to adopt their views. But as white people increasingly split,30 no one was quite sure how or why some white people saw the world so differently than others, or what to do to convince others to make the “right” judgment calls.

So how do white people decide what’s racist and sexist? What thought processes lead them to disagree? And what drives the difference?31 We asked ourselves these questions at a moment when the stakes were high, after the country elected a president that half of white Americans believed was racist and sexist and that half did not.32 Determined to find answers, we posted ads on occupational listservs, Craigslist, and social media sites, offering to pay people to participate in the American Lives and Viewpoints Study, a purposefully vague title meant to attract both people who think about racism and sexism and those who don’t. Of those who responded,33 we talked to white working-class people and white professionals,34 white Southerners and white Northerners,35 white men and white women, white conservatives and white liberals,36 all of whom were middle-aged voters born after the civil rights movement and second-wave feminism.37 We met them at fast-food restaurants, coffeehouses, ice cream shops, their living rooms, their front porches, and, during the COVID-19 pandemic, on Zoom or FaceTime, and asked about their life stories and then about racism and sexism. Did they notice racism and sexism in their own lives or on the news, and how did they determine that’s what happened? Had they ever thought something wasn’t racist or sexist that other people said was? Did they know of any organizations, rules, and laws that were racist or sexist, and what made them so? We also presented them with various public controversies and cartoon vignettes and then asked: “Is this racist? Is this sexist? Why or why not?” Altogether, we talked to over 125 people.

From these conversations, we offer new insights into how white people make decisions about what’s racist, what’s sexist, and what’s not. We show how people like Jack and Gavin arrive at different conclusions, what lies behind their differences, and how some white people’s judgment calls do more to create an equal society than others. We also hope our book helps you answer a question: How can all of us better identify the factors that do unfairly increase inequality, while not sustaining accusations against people and processes that don’t?


Acquitters and Convictors

To understand white people’s judgment calls, it’s helpful to picture a metaphorical courtroom. The defendants have been charged with racism or sexism. The trial is waged by prosecutors and defense attorneys battling for conviction or acquittal. Most white Americans are not in these high-profile roles but act as jurors forming judgment calls: verdicts on guilt or innocence. Not all jurors see the case the same way. Some white people like Jack regularly vote to acquit defendants of racism and sexism, while others like Gavin regularly vote to convict. People on each side tend to issue the same verdict repeatedly, across situations regarding racism or sexism, interactions or institutions, and politicized issues or everyday events.



The consistency of each person’s judgment calls stems from their relatively stable definitions of racism and sexism and stable methods for judging and justifying whether their definitions have been met. The people we interviewed who typically acquit, the acquitters, use narrow definitions, defining racism and sexism as the conscious intent to harm someone based on their race or gender. They take an investigative approach to judge and justify whether this definition is met. They often treat each case as containing its own set of facts, ones untainted by outside contexts and unrelated to cases like it. Like detectives investigating a case, they scrutinize the crime scene and ask questions to learn more about the case: What happened right before the incident took place? Who knew what when? What is the accused’s history regarding mistreating people based on race and gender? They search for concrete evidence of malintent, something so explicit that it would be admissible in a court of law. If they cannot find it, they entertain alternative theories of the case that involve the accused having other intentions besides race or gender prejudice. They wonder whether the same incident could have happened to white people or men, if it happened by mistake, or if the accused held any other biases. Since intent is often difficult to prove and they see competing theories that they cannot rule out, they usually do what the legal system asks: treat the accused as innocent until proven guilty beyond a reasonable doubt. Usually, they acquit them of racism and sexism.

By contrast, the people we spoke to who typically convict, the convictors, take a different approach. To them, the metaphoric courtroom is not just an individual trial but also an opportunity to reveal injustice. They use broad definitions of racism and sexism, seeing them as entailing not just the conscious or unconscious intent to harm but also the intentional or unintentional creation of unequal outcomes by race or gender. They use algorithmic methods to judge and justify whether their broad definition has been met. Just as algorithms are used in courts to identify how a case matches a pattern, convictors have some knowledge of how people of each race and gender tend to be treated and pattern-match by labeling as racist or sexist incidents that match these patterns. They are also aware of patterns of how implicit bias tends to play out, and they sometimes assume individuals are acting on these biases in situations where people commonly do.

Steeped in knowledge of how race and gender may be invoked without explicit reference to them, convictors also label coded language, gestures, and opaque references as racist or sexist when they match patterns of how these words and gestures are sometimes used. Their algorithm, too, identifies cases that seem related to race but are not immediately characterized by it; to them, interactions and institutions that match patterns of how classism or xenophobia play out are racist as well. When cases match patterns of how unequal treatment by race, gender, or something related to them tends to play out, they convict without considering alternative explanations of what happened. Convictors also classify as racist and sexist instances they believe would not have happened to a white person or a man. Understanding the weight of the patterns of unequal treatment, they also argue that we should defer to the opinions of those who tend to be mistreated, and they label as racist or sexist any instance that a person of color or woman says is so. Using broad definitions and a broad epistemology, they often convict. Table 1 lays out each approach.

Of course, not everyone uses these definitions and methods in the same way. Some acquitters and convictors are motivated and some are moderate. The motivated sometimes add to the previous definitions to make it easier to reach their typical verdict and often dismiss as tainted evidence that does not support their usual judgment call.38 In using definitions that support their presuppositions and quickly dismissing the other side’s evidence, motivated acquitters nearly always acquit, and motivated convictors nearly always convict. Others respond to our questions in a moderate way. They sometimes slide into using aspects of the other side’s definition or approach, and they consider evidence that supports the judgment call they don’t usually make. Moderate people make less consistent judgment calls; open to more evidence and methods, moderate acquitters occasionally convict, and moderate convictors occasionally acquit.


TABLE 1. Acquitters’ and Convictors’ Definitions and Approaches
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And so white people reach different conclusions about what’s racist, what’s sexist, and what’s not because they use different definitions and consider different evidence, some of which points to acquitting and some of which points to convicting.


Sources of White People’s Judgment Calls

Why do some white Americans use one set of definitions and methods, while others use another?



Theories of motivated reasoning hold that all of us sometimes interpret information in ways that affirm our preexisting values and beliefs, help us reach desired conclusions, and align us with groups we affiliate with.39 This happens as we filter evidence in ways that support our existing values and views. We pay more attention to evidence that confirms our values and views than to evidence that refutes them, scrutinize disconfirming evidence while unquestioningly accepting confirming evidence, and consider more alternative explanations when encountering evidence that challenges rather than supports our views.40 We all do this mostly unconsciously and do so most strongly when we’re committed to our ideas and teams.41

Drawing on this theory, we argue that judgment calls are rooted in our underlying values, beliefs, and group identities. These are often related to our political affiliations.42 For white conservatives and white liberals, these are different, with people in each group drawing on different values, beliefs, and group memberships to determine which definitions to use, what evidence to consider, and what judgment calls to make. While those who hold their political beliefs loosely are often more motivated by accuracy than by reaching a particular conclusion, almost all of us are at least somewhat influenced by our underlying values, beliefs, and affiliations.

White conservatives tend to have one set of values: order, security, loyalty, care, and avoiding harm. But when these values compete, they favor order, security, and loyalty over care and harm reduction.43 Less attuned to the latter values, they are less aware of racial and gender mistreatment and inequality than white liberals, and they tend to believe that racism and sexism are rare.44 When they know inequalities exist, they are also more likely to justify them and to argue for preserving the status quo; some suggest that racial inequalities are due to some racial groups not working hard and playing by the rules, or they believe that gender inequalities are acceptable as everyone benefits when women spend more time in the home.45 Furthermore, white conservatives tend to identify as white more strongly than white liberals;46 for some, their team is not just conservatives but white people.

Conservative leaders communicate their team’s views on racism, and, to a lesser degree, sexism; they signal to followers what beliefs to hold to maintain their membership on this political team. Recently, Republican presidential candidates have moved beyond their tendency to produce “dog whistles” (veiled racial views that don’t explicitly mention race) and have made clear that their platform is to deny that discrimination against people of color exists or to promote it while claiming they are not. Donald Trump told the Proud Boys, a group associated with white nationalism,47 to “stand back and stand by” and retweeted a follower whose profile picture featured the founder of the American Nazi party.48 In 2023, Republican presidential candidate Nikki Haley launched her campaign by claiming, “America is not a racist country.”49 Another 2024 presidential candidate, Florida’s Republican governor Ron DeSantis, banned critical race theory from Florida schools, claiming that the theory has been used as “state-sanctioned racism.”50 Recently, with the important exceptions of abortion and transgender issues, the Republican platform has focused less on gender. Still, some Republicans have signaled their stance on some issues around sexism. Donald Trump has repeatedly denigrated women’s looks and made good on his promise to appoint Supreme Court justices that would overturn Roe v. Wade. Nikki Haley announced that the glass ceiling doesn’t exist.51

Such sentiments have been repeated in conservative news outlets, perhaps the primary place where conservatives learn what it means to be on their political team. FOX News anchors have frequently claimed that allegations of racism are false and made by the self-interested,52 including claims of racism made by Black Lives Matters protestors.53 Coverage of sexism has paralleled these patterns. During the height of the #MeToo movement, FOX News covered fewer accusations of sexual harassment than did liberal sources, and when they mentioned accusations, they more often suggested that women invented them to advance their own interests.54 Racism and sexism, they have said and implied, are not real issues, not ones that matter in present-day America. Instead, they’re issues of the past.

Consistent with theories of motivated reasoning, we argue that the mix of values, beliefs, and knowledge of their team’s views inform how white conservatives make judgment calls. Their intent-based definition and investigative methods help reaffirm their values, beliefs, and team membership. Their focus on intent downplays unequal outcomes, and, as intent is difficult to prove, it allows them to routinely conclude that racism and sexism aren’t happening. Their case-by-case logic and focus on explicit statements preclude context that could challenge their beliefs; their focus on alternative explanations and their assumption that the same events would happen to white people and men allows them to deny racism and sexism while claiming that others overstate their prevalence; and their tendency to give the benefit of the doubt to the accused helps them conclude that racism and sexism didn’t happen. Intentionally or not, white conservatives tilt their perceptions to see what they think is there: that racism and sexism are rare, that the playing field is level and fair, that there is no need to change the status quo unless to roll back what they see as recent excesses, and that their team—conservatives, and sometimes white people—are not racist or sexist but right.

White liberals draw on different values, beliefs, and teams but also see situations in ways that affirm their preexisting views.55 White liberals have come to see racial and gender inequality as major problems. They now see racial discrimination as an even bigger problem than Black Americans do, feel warmer toward immigrants than Latinos do, and say they value racial diversity more than most Black and Latino people say they do.56 White liberals are also more likely than white conservatives to say that gender discrimination, sexual harassment, and the shortage of women in power are major problems, and they are less likely to say that addressing these problems hurts men.57 They see inequalities as stemming from unjust processes and favor change.58 Liberals also tend to emphasize two values, care and reducing harm.59 These values attune them to mistreatment and inequalities.60

In recent years, liberal politicians also put racism at the center of their platforms, signaling to their voters what they should think to prove their membership on their team. Democratic presidential candidate Hillary Clinton told audiences that the country is built on “deep-seated racism” and that we all hold implicit biases.61 Democratic primary candidate Kirsten Gillibrand answered a constituent’s question about white privilege by naming racial disparities: “What that conversation is about is when a community has been left behind for generations because of the color of their skin, when you’ve been denied job after job after job because you’re Black or because you’re brown or when you go to the emergency room to have your baby, the fact that we have the highest infant mortality rate in this country, and if you are a Black woman, you are four times more likely to die in childbirth.”a1 Democrats ran on seeing and stopping sexism too, with Hillary Clinton promising to create equal pay laws and expand maternity leave.62 Once she became vice president, Kamala Harris repeated what had become part of Democrats’ talking points: “Racism is real in America, and it has always been. Xenophobia is real in America and always has been. Sexism too.”63

Liberal media also signals to Democrats what they should believe, repeating that racism and sexism are prevalent and important issues. Beginning even before Donald Trump ran for office, outlets that many liberals read increased their coverage of racism and sexism. Between 2010 and 2019, the New York Times’s use of the word racist rose by 638%, and their use of sexist rose by 403%; the same words appeared 514% and 141% more often in the Washington Post.64 This coverage was of a particular type; the phrases white privilege, white supremacy, racial hierarchies, gender discrimination, and misogyny began to appear more as well.65 Leftist commentators such as MSNBC’s Rachel Maddow also cast racial discrimination as prevalent and systemic and announced that white and Black people still have different and unequal experiences.66 Liberal newspapers also emphasized the need for change in the wake of the #MeToo movement’s fight against sexual harassment.67

Drawing on theories of motivated reasoning, we have found that white liberals incorporate their values, beliefs, and team memberships into their judgment calls. They do so with their definitions: by defining racism and sexism as unequal outcomes, they highlight disparities. This draws on their values of care and harm reduction, their belief that unjust processes persist, their desire to change the status quo, and their motivation to stay aligned with their team—a team that proclaims that racism and sexism are commonplace. Their algorithmic approach does the same. Pattern-matching, inferring others’ implicit bias and unspoken meaning, avoiding alternative explanations, conflating related issues with racism, claiming that the same incident would not happen to white people or men, and believing the accuser makes it easy for them to see racism and sexism all around them and to express allegiance with groups they care about: people of color and women. This, in turn, upholds that they are strong members of their political team and that their values and beliefs are correct. Thus, white people disagree about what’s racist and sexist because they draw on different beliefs, values, and team positions, and use them to interpret each new situation they encounter.

To us, motivated reasoning also explains the split between the motivated and the moderate. Cognitive scientists have established that everyone interprets new information in ways that affirm their existing values, beliefs, and team memberships, but not all do so all the time or to the same degree. Those who are particularly committed to their beliefs or team do more to frame situations in ways that reestablish their broader beliefs, dismiss the other side’s evidence, and respond emotionally when a topic their team cares about is raised.68 Indeed, motivated acquitters and motivated convictors are deep partisans who consume a great deal of political and partisan news. Both use a high degree of motivated reasoning, applying their definitions and dismissing counterevidence so that their preferred judgment call becomes nearly overdetermined—which is the reason we call them motivated.69 By contrast, moderate acquitters and moderate convictors tend to be less partisan, less interested in political and partisan news, and less likely to see themselves as a member of a political tribe. Less invested in repeating beliefs that they don’t hold deeply and less invested in staying true to a team, they sometimes use the other side’s definitions, consider a wider range of evidence, and respond to events with less emotion.70 They, too, use motivated reasoning, but in a more moderate way, which is one reason we call them moderate.

Who fits into each group also supports our supposition that motivated reasoning helps explain our results. People raised in higher classes, who gain more education, and are Northerners are often exposed to more liberal ideas about racism and sexism.71 These factors do not split acquitters from convictors,72 but they do split the motivated from the moderate. Among convictors, those with two college-educated parents and who graduated from college themselves are more likely to be motivated, identifying more interactions and institutions as racist and sexist. Among acquitters, those raised by two college-educated parents and who are Northerners are more likely to be moderate, identifying more interactions as racist in particular. Within both groups, convictors and acquitters, those who grow up with more liberal influences then make somewhat more liberal judgment calls.


What, Surprisingly, Doesn’t Explain White Views

As sociologists, we didn’t begin by looking for the sources of judgment calls in the motivated reasoning used to defend values, beliefs, and political teams. Instead, we looked for their sources in demographic groups, structures, and relationships. But these theories lead to specific predictions about who acquits and convicts, and none of them describe the correlations we observed.



Many sociological approaches pin people’s racial and gender views to their demographic characteristics. These approaches argue that there’s nothing biologically inherent about any group that gives them particular views, but that each group’s location in a social order engenders certain beliefs. At its broadest level, standpoint theory holds that where people stand in society shapes what they see.73 To these scholars, people in disadvantaged groups develop special knowledge of the mechanics of their marginalization that advantaged people rarely do.74 In this way, white people will have fairly united views on what’s racist; unable to see racism, they’ll mostly acquit. White men will have united views on sexism as well; unable to see it, they’ll mostly acquit. White women will be able to see more sexism, and most will regularly convict.

Materialist theories make the same predictions, though they start from different presumptions. Material approaches hold that groups’ views on race and gender stem from their social position and interests in an unjust economic order. Some materialists see white people’s racial views as springing from and justifying the exploitation of Black labor and the theft of land from Native Americans and Latinos in a racial-capitalist system,75 while others see the denial of racism as a way for individual white people to justify their material interests in the continuation of white supremacy.76 Some feminists make similar arguments, understanding men’s views on gender as arising from and justifying the gendered division of labor and women’s uncompensated work.77 These theories also locate acquitting and convicting in group differences, with white people tending to acquit on racism, white men tending to acquit on sexism, and white women tending to convict on sexism.

Class theories make different predictions. According to these approaches, the class people live in is about more than how much money they have. It seeps into people’s everyday experiences and thought processes.78 In this way, class relates to how many people of color white people know, in what context they know them, and what gender roles and expectations make sense in their social environment.79 It relates to what opportunities people have and what opportunities they think others have too.80 It relates to what we expect from the world and from each other—what we see as unjust or deserved, harmful or ordinary, right or wrong.81 And it relates to how much formal education people receive, an important consideration as some scholars, activists, and others believe it takes a college education or diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) training to enlighten people about racism and sexism.82 Together, some argue, these class and educational differences will produce divides in white people’s views of what’s racist, sexist, and not.

Some take a different class perspective, arguing that the white working class’s subordinate economic position incentivizes them to deny racism. To these scholars, the white working class needs racial scapegoats to deal with their declining economic situation,83 resentfully perceives racial minorities as passing them in line for opportunities,84 or takes a racial bribe in which they accept higher status over Black people instead of resisting the white elite.85 Some of these scholars predict that white people’s judgment calls will tend to fall along class lines, with white professionals convicting more often and white working-class people mostly acquitting.

Finally, other scholars locate people’s views in a relational perspective, ones that posit that people’s views don’t follow from their group memberships as much as in their exposure to out-groups. According to these theories, personal connections teach us about out-groups’ predicaments and pain, and they lower our prejudices.86 Those with close ties to people unlike them will understand others’ experiences and convict, while those without these ties will be ill-informed and acquit.

Most of these theories sound quite reasonable, and some do help explain variation in other racial and gender views.87 But none of them serve as the primary explanation for white people’s judgment calls. While standpoint and materialist perspectives predict that white people will mostly acquit on racism, we instead have found that they’re divided. While standpoint and materialist theories predict that white men will acquit on sexism while white women will convict, we have found that this pattern is present but muted; there are plenty of white men who convict on sexism and many white women who acquit. If people used judgment calls to defend their material interests, white women would acquit on racism and convict on sexism. Instead, most of the white women we talked to made the same judgment calls on both racism and sexism.

The other sociological theories don’t hold up any better. While class is associated with who is motivated and moderate, it does not relate to who acquits and convicts. No matter how we have measured class—by childhood or adulthood class position, or by experiencing upward mobility, downward mobility, or remaining in one’s class of birth—class has little relation to whether the people we talked to usually acquit or convict. Relational theories don’t explain our findings either. Among the people we talked to, white people who report being raised outside of predominantly white neighborhoods and who have close relationships with people of color convict at similar rates as white people who report less out-group exposure. And, of course, most of our respondents are women or have a close relationship with a woman—a spouse, mother, sister, daughter, or friend. And yet, some tend to acquit while others tend to convict.

So it wasn’t just Gavin and Jack whose demographic traits didn’t explain their views about what’s racist, sexist, and not. To understand white people’s judgment calls, we need to understand how people think, not just who they are. And that means not casting all white people, all men, or the entire white working class as holding the same views, and certainly not as blind, self-interested, or backward. Instead, some people in each of these demographic groups use definitions and methods that convict many interactions and institutions as racist or sexist, while others use definitions and methods that help them acquit.


Judging Judgment Calls

There is no objective or scientific way to define racism and sexism. And so we think it’s best to lay our cards on the table: by our values, judgment calls should address a major problem, that America is a land of inequality. Inequalities appear in many ways, including that Black and Latino/a people are less likely to be placed in advanced academic tracks even when they perform as well as whites,88 receive worse health care,89 experience more violence at the hands of the police,90 are sentenced to prison for longer than white people who commit the same crimes,91 are more often discriminated against when trying to rent or buy a home,92 and are passed over for jobs more than equally qualified white people.93 Women still do more housework than men,94 are paid less,95 have fewer opportunities to climb the corporate ladder or become political leaders,96 experience more sexual harassment at work,97 are more often the victims of rape and domestic abuse,98 receive less funding for their health issues,99 are less often represented as main characters in books and television,100 and are held to higher beauty standards.101



Given America’s many racial and gender inequalities, we judge judgment calls based on whether they identify race and gender-based inequalities that arise from unequal treatment while also minimizing bias and false accusations. Convictors’ definitions do more than acquitters’ to meet this goal, as they tend to see racism and sexism as about the production of unequal outcomes. But neither convictors’ nor acquitters’ methods perfectly achieve our aim of using judgment calls to accurately pinpoint the sources of unfair inequalities.

Convictors evaluate cases with the knowledge of how many patterns of inequality play out, including the ones previously discussed. But while awareness of patterns of inequality is important, convictors tend to go wrong when they too quickly conclude that cases are part of patterns. This is because while patterns of unequal outcomes consist of many cases, each case has the potential to fit multiple patterns. Take, for example, a case in which a man but not a woman receives a job in an industry with a well-documented pattern of gender discrimination. This case fits the pattern of gender discrimination, but it may also fit a pattern of hiring the best candidate, who in this case was a man,102 or a pattern of overweighting information in interviews and underweighting information from résumés, which in this case benefited the man. To understand whether the case best fits a pattern of practices that generate unfair inequalities, it’s necessary to consider the case—to learn the details of what happened and to consider alternative explanations as to why the outcome occurred. Doing so means not allowing evidence from patterns to overshadow evidence from each case, which convictors do when they use algorithmic pattern-matching alone, take counterfactuals based on patterns as their only evidence, and award the benefit of the doubt using patterns of who is usually harmed rather than information about what happened in a particular case. Indeed, this approach is a form of motivated reasoning: convictors assume the case is part of the pattern, ask few questions and consider little evidence that could prove otherwise, and then, by seeing each case as racist or sexist, affirm their belief that racism and sexism are common. In doing so, they sometimes overconvict, convicting both cases that unfairly generate patterns of unequal outcomes and ones that don’t.

Acquitters are not aware of, or sometimes actively deny, many patterns of race-or gender-based mistreatment or inequality. This creates its own problems in identifying their sources. Their investigative case-by-case approach takes every case on its own terms, ignoring patterns of how similar cases play out. Without framing each case within a pattern, they have little reason to consider actors’ intentions or to become alert to the possibility that the case might be part of a pattern of cases that creates unequal outcomes by race or gender. Seeing each event as an isolated and perhaps rare incident, they also have little reason to consider racism and sexism as more likely than alternative explanations, to use counterfactuals that reflect that some groups are harmed more than others, or not to give the benefit of the doubt to the accused. Returning to the hiring example, if individuals are unaware of or deny that an industry has a documented pattern of gender discrimination, why would they question the hiring agent’s intent, scrutinize their practices, take seriously the possibility that they have discriminated when other possibilities remain, or not give the hiring agents the benefit of the doubt? Allowing evidence from the case to overshadow evidence from patterns of mistreatment, acquitters also engage in motivated reasoning: by examining each case in a decontextualized fashion, they are not alert to race and gender-based mistreatment, don’t find it, and then affirm their belief that racism and sexism are rare. By both their definition and ours, they overacquit.

To minimize motivated reasoning and accurately pinpoint the sources of unfair inequalities, we must use a method of making judgment calls that balances evidence from patterns and cases. Right now, convictors’ and acquitters’ approaches are each imbalanced, with the motivated in each group more imbalanced than the moderate. But not all motivated reasoning or imbalances are equal or have an equal effect. As it stands, motivated and moderate convictors’ methods are more aligned with our goals. This is for three reasons. First, convictors’ algorithmic methods lead to overconvicting, while acquitters’ investigative methods lead to overacquitting. Overconvicting spreads the message that racial and gender mistreatment are common, while overacquitting spreads the idea that they are rare. Convictors’ approach is more aligned with the findings from research; the message they communicate is closer to the general reality, even if they don’t accurately characterize some cases. Second, convictors’ approach identifies some real sources of racial and gender inequality, which is useful for rectifying them. Acquitters’ approach denies that many of the actual sources of inequality are so, abetting their continuation. Third, the consequences of each side’s excesses are uneven. In constantly exonerating interactions and institutions, acquitters contribute to hardships that people of color and women face, including life-changing ones such as having less access to jobs, homes, and health care. By contrast, when convictors make false accusations, they divert attention and resources from the actual sources of the problem while also hurting the reputation and feelings of the falsely accused, and, in some cases, even leading the innocent to be fired or socially ostracized. Such excesses are harmful, but misdirecting attention is arguably less detrimental than denying that real issues exist, and wrongful firings and occasional ostracization are narrower in scope than dismissing the wide range of opportunities that people of color and women are refused or the ubiquitous stigma some members of these groups regularly face. Thus, while both white convictors and white acquitters use motivated reasoning to judge and justify their verdicts, white acquitters’ motivated reasoning does more to fuel inequality, and white convictors’ motivated reasoning does more to quell it.

Still, our goal isn’t to simply judge judgment calls. We want to encourage everyone to make better ones. And so after we describe how each group makes judgment calls, we’ll recommend a better approach. To accurately identify what we’ll define as racism and sexism, we’ll propose an approach that balances evidence from patterns and cases, weighs alternative explanations, avoids counterfactuals that predispose a particular verdict, doesn’t preemptively give anyone the benefit of the doubt, and allows us to see what actually happened rather than only what we’re motivated to believe.


Reading Our Book

In the next six chapters, we present you with an array of white Americans’ views—some that you’ll likely agree with and others that you likely won’t—and evaluate them in light of our goal of moving toward greater equity. In chapters 2 and 3, we present the habitual responses of acquitters and convictors. In chapter 2, you’ll meet white acquitters, a group of mostly conservatives and independents who use narrow definitions, an investigative approach, and issue many not-guilty judgment calls. In chapter 3, you’ll meet white convictors, a group of mostly liberals and independents who use broad definitions and an algorithmic approach to issue many guilty judgment calls. Of course, not all acquitters or all convictors use the exact same definitions and methods all the time, so chapters 4 through 7 present how the motivated and moderate in each group sometimes add onto or deviate from their habitual approach. Chapter 4 discusses the motivated acquitters, a group of mostly dedicated right-leaning voters who feel aggrieved and complain that other people complain too much. They narrow their definitions and quickly dismiss evidence misaligned with their favored judgment call, leading them to nearly always acquit. Chapter 5 covers the motivated convictors, a group of mostly left-leaning voters, mostly enmeshed in liberal communities, who broaden their definitions of racism and sexism, dismiss evidence that it’s not there, and issue the most convictions. Chapter 6 reveals the way moderate acquitters make judgment calls. This group of mostly uninformed, slightly right-leaning but mostly apolitical citizens sometimes slips into using convictors’ definitions and consider evidence that counters their usual call. When they do so, they sometimes convict, even as they usually use narrow definitions and an investigative method to acquit. Chapter 7 showcases moderate convictors, a group mostly of liberal and independent voters who pay relatively little attention to politics or partisan news. They sometimes slide into narrow definitions and investigative methods, even while they usually use broad definitions and algorithmic methods to convict. In chapter 8, we stop analyzing others’ judgment calls and recommend a definition and method of our own.



Throughout these chapters, we take two unusual steps. First, we use the courtroom metaphor to help explain how various white people decide what’s racist, what’s sexist, and what’s not. The metaphor helps illuminate our findings, but it deviates from real courtrooms in important ways. In our metaphor, it’s easier to issue convictions; the consequences of wrongful convictions are less severe; and rarely is anyone incarcerated, even when they are justly convicted of racism or sexism. Second, throughout the chapters, we use footnotes to provide background facts regarding respondents’ statements and endnotes for references and comments about how our findings fit into the academic literature. We hope you take note of our background facts in particular, as we use them to fact-check respondents’ statements and to provide context for considering them. They also offer another way of learning about motivated reasoning: if you find yourself paying more attention to the footnotes in chapters about groups with whom you disagree than in chapters about groups with whom you agree, you’ll gain a more visceral sense of how motivated reasoning works.

As you read this book, we imagine you’ll have different reactions depending on whether you fit our profile of an acquitter or a convictor. Acquitters may wonder why they should listen to two people who don’t share most of their views. After all, most acquitters are conservatives, and our focus on inequality aligns us more with convictors and liberals. While some acquitters and conservatives may not share all our goals or judgments, we think the book will still be useful to you: it can help you understand your own judgment calls and those of the people with whom you disagree.

Convictors may have a different reaction. Some may want us to label acquitters as racists and sexists. We are somewhat sympathetic to this impulse; after all, we’re advocating for identifying and calling out the sources of racial and gender inequality, and those who repeatedly deny racism and sexism do contribute to the unequal status quo. But we don’t label acquitters so directly, as most people are too complicated for a label to capture their entire being. Indeed, as many convictors note, many people hold some negative views about people of color and women, not only white acquitters. And as we’ll discuss later, some of our motivated acquitters have done a lot to help individual Black people and women oppose discrimination and hardship—more, even, than many motivated convictors—even as they simultaneously hold some views that are antithetical to reducing inequality. Moreover, to name people as racist sounds like suggesting they have an inner characteristic that can’t be changed. Instead, we are hopeful that many people can change how they make their judgment calls.103

Some convictors might also wonder whether it’s appropriate for us to weigh in on how to make judgment calls about racism. After all, we’re both white women who studied only white people; the definitions and methods we propose inevitably come from a white perspective. Historically, there are plenty of times when this hasn’t gone well. We understand these concerns, but after unpacking and sometimes critiquing other white people’s views, we see it as only right to offer our own. We also think our recommendations aren’t overly biased as we recommend the same approach for identifying sexism as we do for racism—recommending the same approach for both an ism that targets us and one that benefits us. And we put forth our view with some humility. Given our partial view, it’s possible that we’ve missed something important or haven’t foreseen some consequences of our method. We hope others build on our way of making judgment calls, correcting our blind spots until we can all come up with an even better approach.

With that in mind, as you read the book, we hope you don’t simply judge other people’s judgment calls or our recommended approach but also think about how you’ll form your own. What methods will you use when you reflect on news stories, consider your interactions with people of various races and genders, suggest new policies in your workplace, work with social or political movements to advocate for change, or decide how to vote? You have the power to make thoughtful judgment calls and to be a force for equality. We hope this book will strengthen that power.


Note

a1 Background fact: Gillibrand is correct that Black women are approximately four times more likely to die in childbirth than white women (Collier and Molina 2019; Petersen et al. 2019).




TWO

The Acquitters

“Every Case Has to Be Taken Individually”

Imagine you’re an amateur detective arriving at a local scene, charged with learning whether foul play has occurred. You know that you’ve never been to this scene before and that this case may be unique. So you set about gathering evidence about the case. You start by inspecting the scene for clues as to what happened and by asking questions to learn more: Who said and did what? Who was where when? What did the scene look like at the time that the alleged crime took place? You also know that the law defines some crimes by the perpetrator’s intent, so once you have a suspect, you interview her. What was her mindset at the time of the crime? What did she do earlier that day? Did she leave behind any indication of her plans? At the same time, you also consider alternative explanations to the possibility of a crime, seeing if you can rule them out. Was what some called a crime just an unfortunate accident? Did something else cause the alleged crime rather than the accused perpetrator?

You have a lot of questions, and you don’t have answers to them all. Holding yourself to the standards of a courtroom, you want to ensure that the criminals will be punished if a crime has occurred, but you also do not want to make or sustain accusations against innocent people. So as you conduct your investigation, you keep in mind the standards of the American legal system: everyone is innocent until proven guilty, and guilt means that you’ve proven the case beyond a reasonable doubt. Unless you receive new evidence that answers your questions and concretely proves guilt, you know what you’d do: acquit.

When asked whether a situation is racist or sexist, acquitters approach the case through the investigative methods of an amateur detective. They inspect the scene and ask questions about the case, looking for evidence of a ‘crime’—in this case, evidence that one person intentionally harmed another due to the target’s race or gender. In doing so, they look at whether the accused explicitly referred to race or gender, as such statements provide insights into the accused’s intent. At the same time, acquitters also consider alternative explanations, weighing other theories of the case. In most situations, there is no definitive proof that one person intentionally mistreated another based on their race or gender, and there are other potential explanations of what happened. Without solid evidence of the accused’s intent, they give them the benefit of the doubt. They acquit.

White acquitters are mostly conservatives and conservative-leaning independents, part of a political category that prefers the status quo, insists on personal responsibility, and values order over equality.1 They’re also a group who believes that racism and sexism are rare, exaggerated, or more characteristic of previous generations than this one.2 They say things like, “Generally, people treat people well regardless of race,” or about sexism, “It seems to be fairly fringe.” Their narrow definitions and case-focused investigative approach enable them to make judgment calls that sustain their beliefs and values; using them, it appears as though racism and sexism are rare, so the status quo is fine, personal responsibility rather than expanded opportunity is needed, and the social order is worth preserving. Their motivated reasoning has great impact. They not only acquit interactions and institutional policies that do not contribute to unfair inequalities but also ones that do. In doing so, they abet the latter’s continuation, buttressing and excusing processes that make some people’s lives more difficult than other people’s.


The Investigative Approach: Two Examples

We showed our respondents this illustration and read them this story:




[image: ]

A white cop shoots an unarmed black man who’s holding up his cell phone. Afterward he said he saw a gun, and he’s sure he’d fire on a white person who made the same threatening gesture. Is this a story about racism?



When acquitters act as jurors, they put themselves in the role of an amateur detective called to the witness stand. They treat this shooting as its own case, apart from other police shootings. In doing so, they try to discover the pictured officer’s intent. To learn of it, they look for clues within the scene. Some note that it’s light out, others that the man was unarmed. Most ask questions to learn more about the officer’s mindset and the details of the case: What happened before the shooting? Did the cop ask the man to put down his “weapon”? Did the man comply? Was the police officer told about the man by his dispatcher? If so, what did the dispatcher say? What is this particular officer’s history? Has he shot suspects before, and, if he has, what were their races?

Acquitters also consider other explanations of what happened, ones besides racism. Is it possible that he did not intend to shoot the man or purposefully shot him but not because of his race? Maybe he is poorly trained, overly aggressive, or biased against young people; maybe he would have shot people of other races too. To them, there is insufficient evidence to rule out alternative explanations or to conclude that the officer intentionally shot the man due to his race. They acquit.

One of the people we interviewed, Jason, uses this approach to evaluate the vignette. Jason is a tall, tow truck driver in his midforties. He has slicked-back black hair and wears a locket with a picture of his youngest daughter. He’s a lifelong Republican who grew up in the rural South, raised in part by a Black man he considers an uncle and by a stepfather he suspects is a white supremacist. He is also familiar with violence, having watched his stepfather nearly kill his mother and listened to his wife’s stories of working as a bail bondswoman. When we ask him to act like a juror, he uses the investigative approach of an amateur detective to think about whether the pictured police officer exhibited racism in this violent scenario. In doing so, he treats the story as its own case and asks questions about what happened. He asks us: “Why did the cop have his gun out? What was the kid doing? It looks like he was texting or something. Was there a crime nearby? Was there a confrontation? It looks like the cop just walked up and shot him, which, you know, is murder. But, I mean, it depends on the situation.” Jason tells us there is too little information to convict the officer of racism. Without answers to his questions, he acquits, withholding judgment until more information comes to light.

Alex also uses an investigative approach to acquit the cop of racism. Alex is a fit, blonde Republican who lives in a Northern urban area and has a picture of his city’s skyline hanging behind his couch. His parents moved to the United States from Russia, where they fled violence directed at Jews. His father went on to earn a PhD, and his mother worked as a nurse; Alex sees the move to the US as a success. Alex now works as an IT marketer but is most proud of the two novels and one self-help book he authored. When looking at the previous illustration, he considers the characters on their own terms, apart from other police shootings. He does so to learn of the officer’s intent and to look for explicit evidence that the officer shot the civilian because of his race. All the while, he considers counterfactual and alternative explanations, holding them up as theories of the case that must be ruled out to know that racism took place. He explains:

There’s so many factors here we don’t know. Based on this one picture it’s very hard to say. If the guy is on his phone and he shoots him—obviously not a gun—then who the hell knows? Maybe he’s just deranged. . . . We don’t know if he would have acted the same exact if it was an Asian American or a white American, whomever. It’s impossible to know what’s in his heart. I’m basically asked to judge what’s in this person’s head. We have no way of knowing that. Now if information came out that he was posting on social media about how he can’t wait to shoot someone who is Black or some crazy shit like that, then, yes, there’ll be evidence the guy clearly has been itching to kill a Black person, then you would know. Other than that, there’s no way of knowing what’s in his heart or his head.

Zooming in on the case, inspecting the scene, asking questions, lacking explicit evidence of intent, and unable to rule out alternative explanations, Alex suggests that there is too little evidence to make a guilty judgment call.a1 He acquits.

Take another example, one about sexism. We ask our respondents the following while showing them this picture:


[image: ]

A man is in the hospital. Someone comes in to take care of him. He assumes the person in front of him is a nurse and says, “Hello, nurse.” The woman is not a nurse but a doctor. She corrects him and looks annoyed. Is the man being sexist?



Acquitters see this story through the investigative lens of a detective examining a case. To them, this fictional story is about one man, the pictured patient, and one woman, the pictured doctor—not about how male patients tend to treat female doctors. To them, the “crime” of sexism involves intent, so they examine the scene to determine whether the patient could have known that the woman was a doctor. Some wonder aloud about the bed’s angle: from that tilt, could the patient see the person who walked into the room? Others wonder about the medication in the IV. Could it cloud his vision or his consciousness? They wonder whether the doctor is wearing a name tag, one big enough for the patient to see. They wonder about the hospital’s uniforms: Are nurses and doctors in different dress, and does the patient know this hospital’s dress code?

Many acquitters also weigh alternative explanations of what happened, ones besides sexism. Could the patient have made an honest mistake? After all, when you’re a patient in a hospital, you usually see far more nurses than doctors, and this patient may have never met this doctor before. Is the patient old? Maybe he grew up in a time when most doctors were men, and he doesn’t realize how many doctors are women now. Could we also see the story as about a relationship between a powerful doctor and a less powerful patient, as about a doctor who holds the patient’s health in her hands? Or maybe this is a story about a classist doctor who gets offended by being associated with nurses?

Acquitters have many unanswered questions and many alternative ways of seeing the story. The story we told them does not include evidence of malintent or explicit references to gender; there are no smoking guns. Like a conscientious detective called to the witness stand, they point to how little evidence they have that supports the supposition of sexism. They acquit.

Take Sally, for instance. She’s a conservative homeschooling mom and former care provider, having cared for a disabled woman. She sets aside her health-care experience and considers the case apart from others like it. In doing so, she focuses on the patient’s intent and weighs the likelihood that the patient meant to insult the doctor against alternative ideas about what might have happened. She shares her thinking:

He’s laying in bed. He’s not feeling well. He’s under sedation, possibly. He’s got some bags hooked up to him. He might not be fully aware, he might have just only seen nurses when he was at the hospital. He just assumes they’re all nurses. Some people can read into that and say, “Women can be nurses, but they can also be doctors.” I agree with that. That statement is also true, but that can also mean that some people aren’t going to always recognize that. It doesn’t mean they’re racist or sexist or a bigot. It just means it’s honest mistakes, sometimes, or him being under sedation might be possibly the culprit here. I like to think of all possible scenarios.

Becky, too, acquits the man of sexism. Becky is an insurance administrator, a Republican who voted for Donald Trump but favored Ben Carson, and the sister of real investigators. She was passed up for an investigator job herself, she assumes because she’s a woman. She puts her experience with sexism aside as she trains her investigator skills on this case. Starting with the case’s specifics, she notices that there is no explicit evidence of malintent and that there are alternative ways of viewing the case. She thus acquits the man of sexism: “If she did not introduce herself, then how would the person know? Pretty much predominantly the caregivers in the hospital are nurses, not the doctors. Doctors only come in for a check every once in a while, and usually they introduce themselves as ‘I am Dr. So-and-So.’ . . . It was a mistake. It’s not like the person had a doctor name tag or introduced their job title, or who they were.”

These respondents tend to consider many possibilities of what happened and rarely have enough information to rule any out. And so they do what they believe good people should do: withhold judgment and acquit.


Components of the Acquitters’ Approach

Over and over again, about fictional examples and real-life stories, acquitters use an investigative approach to determine what’s racist and sexist. Below, we show the components of their approach: their narrow definitions, their case-by-case focus, their search for explicit references to race or gender, their weighing of counterfactual and alternative explanations, and their preference for giving the benefit of the doubt to the accused. Just as the idea of motivated reasoning predicts, their definition and each aspect of their approach tilt in the same direction, toward affirming what they already believe.




Definition: Conscious Malintent as the Basis of Racism and Sexism

Acquitters define the “crimes” of racism and sexism as intentionally mistreating someone based on their race or gender. Thus, if the outcome is that a person of one race or gender is hurt by a person of another race or gender, but the harm was unintentional, then no racism or sexism occurred. If one person intended to harm someone of another race or gender, but not because of their race or gender, then the individual is also not being racist or sexist. Therefore, when asked whether an interaction is racist or sexist, acquitters seek evidence of individuals’ race-or gender-based malintent.



For instance, Holly, a former Botox “doctor” who became a retail worker, says she has trouble identifying racism because she defines it by intent: “I can’t feel people’s motives, and I can’t think their thoughts. So I have a hard time saying something is a certain way.” Josh, a supply chain director, makes the same point about determining whether an incident is racist: “You’d have to go into their motivation.” Asked if something is racist, Deb, a receptionist and independent who voted for Trump, also turns to intent: “I don’t know what was going through his mind.” Brian, a former electrician now on disability says the same about a particular situation: “That’s tough. You never know what someone’s intentions are.”

Acquitters use the same definition regarding sexism: for sexism to have occurred, one person must have intentionally harmed another due to their gender. Ed, an aspiring eBay art dealer and the primary caretaker of his sick mother, applies the same focus on intent to sexism as racism: “I sound like a broken record, but we’ve got to get back to the motivation of who’s saying it and why they’re saying it.” Ray, a grant writer and conservative who attends Trump rallies, defines sexism similarly: “What sexism entails is some sort of malign intent.” Thomas, a self-described slumlord, junk dealer, and an Obama to Trump voter also focuses on intent when asked to evaluate a case: “It depends what he was actually thinking.” Mary, a cook, acquits someone for the same reason: “I don’t think she was intentionally doing it.”


The Investigative Method: Case by Case

When considering if an interaction or institution is racist or sexist, acquitters act like detectives, taking each case on its own terms without preemptively placing it into a pattern of cases like it. To learn more about the focal case, they pay attention to the details contained within it, ask questions about it, and ignore the context outside of the scene.



Recall Alex’s and Jason’s scrutiny of the facts of the police shooting vignette, previously quoted. They focused on the individual officer, searching for details about his intent. To them, the pattern of other police shootings is irrelevant to their evaluation of whether the focal officer exhibited racism. What matters to them is only the intent of the particular officer who is “on trial.”

Acquitters take the same approach regarding sexism and sexual assault. Unprompted, several bring up the need to examine the sexual assault accusation against Justice Kavanaugh on a case-by-case basis. Fred recalls: “Remember that woman who confronted [Senator] Jeff Flake in the elevator and said [referring to rape], ‘That happened to me. That happened to me!’ You know what he said to her? ‘You are not Christine Ford [the accuser]. Just because you are a woman, you are not the same as her.’” Becky also emphasizes the need to take each case on its own merits: “The Kavanaugh thing, a lot of people were like, ‘The woman is right. MeToo Movement.’ I’m like, ‘I’m sorry, but first off we need to listen to what she has to say. Secondly, we need to look at the facts.’” Nico, a cameraman, agrees: “Every case has to be taken individually as to what happened, what the evidence was, and whether or not something was sexual harassment or sexism.”

Some consciously reject the idea of framing cases using patterns, wishing others would take their case-by-case approach instead. Fred, a truck driver, complains: “If there’s a clear racial incident where race is a factor, it should be brought up, but now if a white and a Black person get into an argument, it’s suddenly a racial incident.” Ian, an airport baggage handler, makes the same point: “Any time there’s two separate races involved in something, somebody is going to consider it racist whether it is or not. [But] without seeing the before and the after, it’s hard to make a call.” Indeed, to them, patterns are not evidence that racism or sexism occurred in a specific case, nor are they relevant. Approaching each situation like a detective, they see each case on its own terms.


The Investigative Method: Only Explicit Words Are Racist and Sexist

References to race or gender can be explicit, unspoken, or implied. When using the investigative method, acquitters only consider explicit references to race and gender. To them, to know how someone uses an implied word or gesture requires insight into their intent, which they don’t have. Moreover, acting like detectives, they focus only on the case. They then don’t consider—or always know—the context that occurs outside of the case: the patterned ways that indirect words and gestures are used to refer to race or gender obliquely. For instance, Holly rarely thinks about social issues, does not follow the news, and received little formal education about racism and sexism. Not knowing the history of a slur and not noticing any explicit references to race, she wonders why others see it as racist: “Somebody said somebody looked like a monkey or something, and they [the media] interpreted it as racist. And I’m like, ‘Well, what if they really did think they just looked like a monkey?’”a2



Take another example. We read our respondents the following:

In 2016, NFL player Colin Kaepernick began to kneel when the National Anthem was played before football games. He explained why: “I am not going to stand up to show pride in a flag for a country that oppresses Black people and people of color. To me, this is bigger than football, and it would be selfish on my part to look the other way.” President Trump responded: “Get that son of a bitch off the field right now, he’s fired. He’s fired!” Was there any racism in this situation?

Focusing on the case and the explicit words contained within it, Frank, a construction foreman, explains that the situation was not racist because “Trump didn’t say, ‘Get that Black guy off the field.’” Zooming in on the case, Robert, a rural construction marketer and salesman, also believes Trump’s statement would be racist only if Trump used explicitly racial words: “I don’t think [it was racist]. If Trump had used ‘get that Black son of a bitch’ or used some derogatory term, sure, then it would have been racist.” Alex similarly says that the incident could not be racist because, in his words, “He’s not invoking race. He’s just saying that people should respect the national anthem. I don’t see any racial component there.”

We also ask respondents about situations in which men and women interact but neither explicitly mentions the other’s gender. Acquitters are often confused about how sexism could have occurred in these situations; not knowing or ignoring the context outside of the case and looking only for explicit references to gender within it, they do not see any indication that the accused intended to treat someone differently due to their gender. Ray replies to a situation in which boys were favored over girls but no one mentions gender: “I don’t believe she could be deemed a sexist when there’s no reference to sex.” Asked about the example of the patient who mistakes his doctor for a nurse, Jack, the truck driver we met in chapter 1, also doesn’t see sexism because no one explicitly refers to gender: “I don’t see it. I don’t see it. What did he say that was sexist? He said, ‘Hello, nurse.’” Luke, a Baptist pastor, is similarly confused about a situation in which a woman is paid less than a man but no one uses gender slurs: “I didn’t remember you saying that he said anything negative toward her.”


The Investigative Method: The Same Thing Would Have Happened to a White Person or a Man

When acquitters say they don’t see racism or sexism, they sometimes explain their judgment using a counterfactual: what happened to people of color or women would happen to white people and men too. To them, in any given case, it seems equally likely that the mistreatment could have happened to anyone.



Acquitters argue that Donald Trump’s reaction to Colin Kaepernick, previously described, is not racist because Donald Trump would say the same about white people who protested in the same manner. Responding to the above scenario, Jaki, a waitress, points out: “If a white player did that, Trump would have said the same thing.” Stacey, an operations director, makes the same point: “I think Trump would have yelled that about anybody. It doesn’t matter who it was.” Nick shares this view: “If it was a white guy kneeling, Trump would have said the same thing.”a3

Focusing only on the case and not the patterned ways men and women are treated, acquitters also argue that particular instances are not sexist because they could have happened to a man too. Consider how acquitters tend to respond to the following vignette:


[image: ]

A married couple each work in the same field and have the same work experience. Then, they have a baby. The couple decides that the woman will quit her job and stay home until the baby is two years old. Two years later, the couple moves and applies for new jobs. They both receive jobs with the same company, but the husband is offered a higher salary than his wife. They ask the boss about it, who says it’s because the husband has two more years of work experience. Is there sexism in any part of this story?



To acquitters, the situation is not sexist because the boss would have made the same decision if this particular husband had worked two years less than his wife. As Gerry, a police officer, explains: “If the roles were reversed, he’d be getting less pay because he had two years less experience than his wife.” Emily, a stay-at-home mother and part-time product trainer, agrees: “Well, it could’ve been reversed if the husband stayed home.” Brian puts the counterfactual somewhat differently: “If those were two men, I’m sure the two years would be valid. If there were two women, I’m sure those two years would be valid. So why would they become invalid because it’s a man versus a woman?”


The Investigative Method: Considering Alternative Explanations

Acting like detectives, acquitters investigate alternative explanations of what happened in the focal case. They raise several possibilities: maybe the case is really about this other issue or that one, maybe race and gender were incidental to the “crime” occurring, or maybe the defendant simply made a mistake. They see alternative explanations as at least as likely as the possibility that intentional maltreatment occurred, and they imagine alternatives that point only to less unequal treatment rather than more.



For example, acquitters tend to seek alternative explanations when we ask if a border wall between the United States and Mexico is racist. They tend to argue that the wall is about safety, security, or drugs, not race. In doing so, they put aside the context in which Trump talked about the border wall—his presidential announcement when he said that Mexicans are rapists and his later comments that immigrants “infest” our country.3 Instead, they focus on alternative framings of the particular case.

Lisa provides an alternative explanation to the idea that the border wall is racist. She keeps a gun in every room of her house because she worries about her safety, and she explains that she sees the wall as about protection rather than race: “Look at all these politicians that live in their mansions with their wall around it to keep people out. It’s not to keep Black people out. It’s not to keep Hispanics out. It’s to keep people out. It’s for protection. The wall is the same thing. I’ve always told people that are against the wall, ‘Go take your front door off your house then. Take your windows off your house. Take your backdoor off your house. And then just let everybody come in, and let’s see how you feel about it then.’” Jody, a medical biller whose sister was murdered by a drug dealer, sees the wall as about drugs and not race: “We need a wall to keep all the drugs out.” Jim repeats this idea: “I don’t think it’s racist. It’s an uncontrolled border. If the drug flow were as great from Canada, it would be just as necessary on the Canadian border.”a4 To them, borders represent security against criminals and drugs, not creating a white country, so the policy is not itself racist.

Acquitters also see classism as an alternative explanation to racism. Consider how acquitters respond to the following vignette:
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A man whose parents were from Mexico and a white man both have heart attacks. Doctors try their best to save both of them. The Mexican man dies because the hospital in his neighborhood didn’t have a specialized cardiac unit. The white man lives because the hospital in his neighborhood did have that unit. Is this an example of racism? Why or why not?



Many acquitters argue that this incident is about class and therefore not about race or racism.4 Jennie, who does quality control in a small-town paper mill, responds: “I don’t think it’s a race problem. I think it’s an economic problem.” Ed makes a similar point: “I wouldn’t call it racist because I think there’s poor white communities that would not have that thing.” Chloe, a small business owner, also sees an alternative explanation to racism, saying that the story is about class: “It’s more like some type of class situation. A white guy in that same neighborhood probably would’ve died as well because they didn’t have the equipment to take care of that person, rather than the fact that he was actually Mexican.” Alice, a low-income waitress, sees the incident as definitively about class rather than race: “That’s about money, honey. Same shit happened to me, I’d be the one dead.”

Consider another example, one about gender. We ask a follow-up to the previous story about the husband receiving a higher salary than his wife after she stayed home for two years with their child: If the man had insisted that his wife stay home, would that be sexist? Focusing on the specific man in the case and noting that he did not make any explicit references to gender, acquitters suggest that there may be explanations other than that sexism occurred. Moreover, these explanations seem at least as plausible as the idea that the man insisted his wife stay home because she is a woman, which, to them, must have occurred to call the incident sexist. David, a lawyer, considers what he sees as an alternative explanation: “I don’t know that that’s sexist. . . . There may be elements of each of them as individuals that lead them to say it’s really better for her. Maybe she is a better parent.” Gus, a private school owner, also raises that there may be alternative ways of understanding this case: “You’d have to find out what the family dynamic was. Was the dad’s salary greater than the mom’s salary? Was the mom’s goals different than the dad’s goals?” Sally also sees alternative explanations, ones centered on intent and the particular couple rather than how men and women typically act: “Again, it’s a decision made in the confines and in the privacy of a home of a couple, and we don’t always have insight into what motivates them. It could have been a cultural thing. It could have been a lack of childcare in their area. It could have been that they’re obviously both in positions where they can make money; it made sense to strike that work-life balance. There’s lots of things that could be going on there.”a5

Likewise, acquitters respond similarly to the following vignette:
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A guidance counselor catches a teacher in the hallway and asks her which of her students should be put in an advanced math course next year. The teacher quickly responds, naming six students who get As in her class. She later realized that five of the six students she named were boys. There were other girls in her class that also received As. Did the teacher respond in a sexist way? Why or why not?



Acquitters present many alternative explanations to the idea that this teacher intended to choose more boys than girls, their definition of sexism. Allison, a teacher herself, sees a clear alternative explanation: “I think she probably just picked the students that she has the closest relationship to, and that would be based on the student’s personality and how they interact with the teacher.” Janet, also a teacher, also sees alternative explanations to the idea that sexism occurred: “She must have worked with them more or knows their work better. They’re just really sticking on her brain, that’s probably why she’s recommending them.” Marc, a marketer, sees alternative explanations too: “Maybe that particular group of kids sits up front or something, and she just remembered them.” Luke sums up these ideas: “Their gender could be incidental.”

Some respondents also see gender as incidental to domestic abuse. Lisa, who was sexually abused by her stepfather and physically abused by some of her five husbands, sees gender as irrelevant to domestic violence: “That’s just abuse. Period. There are women out there that hit their husbands or boyfriends too, so I don’t think that’s sexism. . . . It doesn’t matter if you’re male or female, it happens on both ends.” She acknowledges that domestic violence happens more to women than to men,a6 but to her, that doesn’t matter—the point is that it happens to plenty of men and plenty of women, so it isn’t about gender. Other acquitters make the same argument. Jason, whose stepfather nearly killed his mother, says: “I don’t know if it’s sexism. I think it’s just assholery. ’Cause I think they would do it to a guy, too, if they were able to. If the guy wouldn’t slap the shit out of them, I think they’d do it to a guy.” Dawn, a former psychiatric ward worker and now a stay-at-home mom, agrees: “When President Trump got busted with those tapes where he was talking about grabbing women, people were saying that was sexism, sexual harassment. I was just saying, ‘I think it’s just men just being men talking gross in the locker room.’ I know how girls can talk. We can be just as gross. Get some drinks, and women, get them drinking some wine, and they’re just as gross as men.”

Finally, many acquitters pose a common alternative explanation: what happened revealed no bad intent but was a mistake. They are particularly likely to say so when no one uses race-or gender-explicit words and when the focal people appear to mean well. As such, many see the teacher, previously discussed, as having made a mistake rather than being sexist. As Bridj says: “If she didn’t correct it, it would be sexist. But she’s only human. It’s the first ones who came to her mind.” Jack also acquits this teacher on the notion that she made a mistake rather than intentionally nominating more boys: “If you read the thing, she said, ‘I forgot the other girls.’ If you look at her face, she looks like she really felt bad for doing it.” Nico concurs: “Maybe it was an honest mistake, that she forgot. We can forget something and not have that be sexist.”


Investigative Methods: The Benefit of the Doubt Goes to the Accused

The American legal system suggests that we should presume others to be innocent until proven guilty, and guilt must be proven beyond a reasonable doubt. As if they were detectives called to the witness stand and bound to this legal standard, acquitters do the same. When we ask them about specific situations, acquitters regularly give the potential perpetrator the benefit of the doubt. Asked about a situation in which the accused claims they are not racist, Roger says: “It’s really hard to judge. . . . You got to take the benefit of the doubt that they’re telling the truth.” Alex talks about an incident in which the accused denies that the harm he caused was based on race: “Again, having absolutely no context, no background information, I have to say yes [I believe him] because I have no evidence that he’s lying.” Asked about another situation, Jim says: “I have no idea if they’re racist, so I wouldn’t label it racist.” Others tout the general principle of giving the benefit of the doubt. Fred says: “You should also give people the benefit of the doubt and think the best of them.” Marc agrees: “I don’t think you could just necessarily jump to conclusions and think people are racist. I think that’s part of the problem.”



Acquitters say the same about sexism. Deb states: “I just like to give everybody a chance.” Sharon, a nurse, shares: “I am not quick to say something is sexist or racist. I’m just more inclined to give people the benefit of the doubt.” Stan, a computer programmer, says the same: “I would rather give somebody the benefit of the doubt.” Talking of sexism, Nico agrees: “I like to give people the benefit of the doubt.” Their case-based investigations align with their preference for giving the accused the benefit of the doubt. Without bringing in evidence from patterns that arise outside of the case, they have little reason to presume that some suspects are guilty.


When Acquitters Convict

Acquitters do not always acquit. Using the investigative methods of a detective, there are some situations when convicting is appropriate. They arise when the above criteria are met: a specific person explicitly intends to harm another based on their race or gender.



We ask respondents about the following situation:
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An entrepreneur is starting a new business located in the white side of town. She knows that the Black side of town is poor, that many poor people don’t have cars, and that the public transportation that they would use to get to work is unreliable. She really wants her business to succeed so decides not to hire Black people who live in the poor part of town.



Most acquitters see this situation as meeting their criteria for racism. In this story, we know the entrepreneur’s intent because she explicitly names race. And by describing her intent, she leaves little room for counterfactual or alternative explanations. Moreover, she conflates race and class, a move respondents would not do themselves. As Nick puts it, “The fact that you said Black people, yes [it’s racist]. Had she just said, ‘I’m not going to hire people from the poor side of town’, I don’t find that racist.” Robert uses the same reasoning: “Yes. If her hiring practice is based on the fact that they’re Black people, yes, ultimately [it’s racist]. Her whole basis is because they’re Black.” Gerry also agrees that by explicitly considering skin color, she is being racist: “She’s not hiring them because of their skin color and they’re from a poor side of town.” Others see the situation as racist because the entrepreneur conflates race and class, making an explicit inference about a group of people. Bridj, who has been poor herself, says: “So if she’s imagining that only Black people are poor then, yeah, she is racist because there are white people that are poor. There are Spanish people. There are other people, you know?” Josh, who is not poor, agrees: “I think in the sense that she’s assuming all poor people are Black, and specifically singling out Black people, yes, I would say that part is racist.”

We also asked about another situation, one that most acquitters find racist:
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A white person calls a Black person a racial insult, the n-word. The Black person then calls the white person a racial insult, “white trash,” in return. Who is being racist in this situation, if anyone?



In this situation, both people explicitly refer to race and do so intending to harm the other. To acquitters, this is often the easiest of the questions we ask: of course, they say, both men are being racist. Leslie, a tech professional, says vehemently: “They’re both racist. They’re both racist!” May, a catering worker, makes the same point: “You’re insulting somebody purely on their race, then that’s a racial insult.” Jaki uses the same logic: “They’re both using racial slurs. They’re both using race to insult each other. I think they’re both racists.” Nick sees the situation similarly: “They’re both being racist because they’re using terms that are race specific.”

Still, not all racial slurs are racist to all acquitters, as not all are intended to harm others. Just as detectives may differentiate between what they find morally wrong and what is illegal, some acquitters say it is wrong but not racist to use racial slurs when they are not intended to harm. Jim says of people who use the n-word: “They may be a little bit ignorant, or making an ignorant statement. . . . Most people are not intending to be mean or oppositional.” Amelia, a florist, explains that her father used the whole n-word to be “derogatory and mean,” while her grandmother used it as a “descriptor” and “didn’t mean it in a mean way.” She says her grandmother was not being racist; only her father was. Jason also listened to his mother call her Black boyfriend the n-word in jest. He tried to get her to stop and made it clear he thought she was wrong to do so. But when asked if he thought it was racist as well, he said no: “I just feel like it was wrong. Again, it’s intent. If you mean it to be a derogatory term, then that’s horrible. Saying the word, the word’s a word.”

Using the same narrow standards, acquitters also tend to convict policies and practices designed to combat what others see as racism and sexism. To acquitters, racism and sexism are the intentional acts of treating one race or gender better than another because of their race or gender. To some, affirmative action fits this definition because the policy uses the words race and gender and is intended to benefit people of some races and genders more than others, making it difficult to consider alternative explanations for its purpose. Eli, a marketer, holds this position: “To say someone should be awarded a scholarship, or a promotion, or a job because of the color of their skin, not because of their qualifications, I think is racism in itself.” Dawn, a stay-at-home mother and former mental health counselor, makes the same point: “Affirmative action. I feel like that’s racist, giving someone a job because of the color of their skin instead of their qualifications.”a7 As Robert talks about affirmative action, he says: “When it comes down to color, I think that’s racism either way you look at it. Nothing should be based on people’s ethnicities or their backgrounds or whatever.” Some apply the same logic about gender, though fewer do so. Stan is one who does: “I’ve seen some reverse sexism. Let’s say it’s more affirmative action. When I was in the Air Force, we used to say if there were two promotion slots and there were ten guys and one woman going for the two promotion slots, well then there were ten guys going for one promotion slot because the woman had to absolutely blow it to not get promoted.”

Similarly, some acquitters convict the NAACP and Black Lives Matter as racist because they meet their view of racism: they note that these groups explicitly and intentionally help one racial group more than others, and they gather this information from the case itself. Nathan convicts the NAACP and other Black-led organizations as racist because they include one race more than another: “I feel like the NAACP is racist against white people. I don’t know if they don’t allow white members, but maybe they try.a8 . . . I don’t feel like there should be any association for just one race like that. So I feel like in general it’s just a racist idea. Same way with colleges. There’s traditionally all-Black colleges, but you don’t have an all-white college.b9 I wouldn’t say that any all-one-race college is a good thing.” Nick also argues that the NAACP and Black Lives Matters are racist against whites: “They’re trying to advance just colored people and not all people. They’re focused on one race. That’s the definition of racism.” Nick, among other respondents, tells us that Black Lives Matter is no different than the Ku Klux Klan, as both invoke race to advance one racial group’s interests.c10 Others also convict all women’s groups of sexism, using the same logic as they do for racism. Bridj says: “There’s all-girls colleges, but you can’t have an all-boys college. There’s the United Negro College Fund, but you can’t have a strictly white college fund.d11 I think that no one’s ever going to be seen as equal until we are all equal, until everything’s the same.”e12


Over-Acquitting

Acquitters do what we all do: find ways to prove ourselves right. But they use judgment calls to affirm a belief they don’t realize is wrong: that racial and gender inequality are rare.



Indeed, each aspect of their approach affirms their belief. They use a narrow intent-based definition, one that makes denying racism and sexism in ambiguous cases nearly inevitable, as others’ intent is often difficult if not impossible to know. Their case-by-case approach precludes contextual information that might lead them to see others’ mistreatment as based on race or gender inequities. Their dismissal of evidence that isn’t explicit also affirms their belief; most people who mistreat others based on their race or gender do not announce what they’re doing in plain language. Their consideration of alternative explanations reminds them that what happened likely wasn’t racism or sexism by their definitions. Their counterfactuals are not based on whether the occurrence happens to white people and men at the same rate but if it could happen to a white person or man even once—a standard so low that it can nearly always be surpassed. Their tendency to give the accused the benefit of the doubt again affirms their belief; they rarely have all the evidence they want, so this heuristic allows them to acquit. Together, their definition and methods create a high bar to call an interaction or institution racist or sexist, one that can rarely be met. And so they usually acquit, proving to themselves over and over again what they already believe is true: racism and sexism are rare. In doing so, they also affirm that conservative values are appropriate: that since racism and sexism aren’t major problems, the racial and gender status quo can be preserved; that unequal outcomes are likely a result of individual differences in personal responsibility rather than systemic barriers to opportunity; and that since equality mostly exists, values like order and security are more pressing than values about care or harm.

This approach leads them to overacquit. Acquitters’ focus on intent is misaligned with how much of today’s mistreatment plays out. Before the civil rights and feminist movements, discrimination was more often intentional; laws were written to exclude entire groups of people from spaces and opportunities, and individuals were legally allowed to intentionally discriminate and to announce that intention too. But today, the perpetuation of inequality is often more unintentional and subtle.5 It often occurs through institutional rules and practices that negatively impact people of some races and genders more than others, ones that a focus on intent won’t capture.6 And while some intentional mistreatment still does occur, many Americans no longer advertise their intent,7 making acquitters’ approach bound to miss it. Moreover, while some of their judgment calls about specific cases may be correct, their overall acquittal rate is misaligned with what social scientists and other objective observers have found: mistreatment and unfair inequalities based on race and gender are common, not rare.8

Thus, we can’t endorse acquitters’ intent-based definition or investigative methods. Their definition and method result in acquitting too many interactions and institutions that devastate people’s lives, allowing the sources of real inequalities to continue unabated while justifying doing nothing to rectify them. Their judgment calls also give them no reason to change their own interactions, voting behavior, or, for those in positions of power, institutional rules.

While we cannot recommend acquitters’ approach, we can still learn from aspects of it. There are pieces of their definitions and methods that are helpful in identifying racial and gender inequality—when used in different ways. For instance, acquitters’ intent-based definition is too narrow in our current times, but it is functional in limited settings: in one-off and minor events. To not assume the worst of the man in the hospital, connected to IVs, clearly sick, for just once calling a female doctor a nurse is a reasonable judgment.

In addition, aspects of their case-by-case approach can be useful when not used to exclude the broader context. To know what happened in any situation, we need to dig into the details of the case, ask questions, and gather evidence. How else can we know what actually happened?

Some acquitters also ask whether a pattern exists, for instance, whether a particular police officer has mistreated Black people before. Such curiosity about patterns may help them identify key sources of inequalities.

Likewise, acquitters’ consideration of alternative explanations can be valuable. They tend to use alternative explanations to acquit, nearly always seeing them as more likely than that racism or sexism occurred. But used more even-handedly, considering alternative explanations is wise, given that many cases can be interpreted in multiple ways. Many acquitters also recognize that race and class are not the same; while they’re correlated, the correlation is far from perfect. Their predilection to keep them separate is important given that different types of inequalities sometimes require different remedies. Thus, acquitters’ definitions and methods are not entirely off-base, but they take them too far, using an intent-based definition in too many circumstances, not balancing their attention to the case with contextual cues from patterns, overweighting alternative explanations in comparison to the idea that racism or sexism truly occurred, and acquitting too many real sources of inequality.

While we do not fully agree with acquitters, we also think it’s important not to repeat untrue stereotypes about them. Those who see more racism and sexism sometimes accuse white acquitters of not caring about or even hating people of color or women. Certainly, judgment calls can be used to reinforce people’s feelings that some groups are less deserving or deserve to be hated. But while nothing in acquitters’ definitions and methods precludes these feelings, nothing requires them either. Indeed, for some acquitters, their judgment calls likely have little to do with their feelings about people of color and women and more to do with defending their beliefs that racism and sexism are rare.

Still, there are better ways to make judgment calls. In the next chapter, we’ll meet the convictors, who use their judgment calls to affirm more accurate beliefs and to identify some true sources of unjust inequalities. Their approach isn’t perfect, but it’s a step in the right direction in ending race-and gender-based mistreatment and inequality.


Notes

a1 Background fact: While white officers’ malintent may explain some police shootings, racially motivated malintent is unlikely to explain most. As researchers put it, “There is no compelling evidence that micro-level racism drives the killing of Black suspects” (Menifield, Shin, and Strother 2019, 65). More structural factors, such as that officers police Black citizens more than white citizens, are more likely to drive the disproportionate killing of Black men (Fryer 2019; Menifield, Shin, and Strother 2019).



a2 Background fact: The idea that Black people look like monkeys stems from the prejudice that they are less evolved than whites (Bradley 2013).

a3 Background facts: Trump did not single out white football players Aaron Rodgers and Travis Kelce for criticism when they kneeled, though he did criticize NFL players who kneeled as a group (Stites 2017; Ringer 2017). He criticized white soccer star Megan Rapinoe for kneeling during the national anthem, though he did so without swearing (North 2019). He also has a long history of criticizing athletes of all races (Bogage 2018), as well as a long history of degrading Black people and denying them opportunities (Graham et al. 2019).

a4 Background fact: Jim is correct that more illegal drugs come into the country from the southern border than the northern one. According to the US Customs and Border Protection drug seizure data, in 2020, illegal drug seizures peaked at 86,627 pounds per month at the southwest border, and 21,550 pounds at the northern border.

a5 Background fact: These acquitters’ explanations make it seem that it would be equally likely for women and men to stay home with their children. But 27% of mothers are stay-at-home mothers, while 6% of fathers are stay-at-home fathers (Livingston 2018).

a6 Background fact: Domestic violence happens to a higher share of women than men. One in four women experience it, as compared to one in ten men (National Coalition Against Domestic Violence 2020).

a7 Background facts: Federal affirmative action for “equal employment opportunity” is a policy designed to increase the representation of underrepresented groups. It does not require or suggest that someone should be given a job solely because of their race or gender regardless of their qualifications (Menand 2020). In fact, the Supreme Court outlawed racial quotas in 1978.

a8 Background fact: The NAACP welcomes members of all races.

b9 Background fact: There are colleges that are 99% white (Stebbins 2020).

c10 Background fact: Of course, there are many differences between the two groups. Unlike Black Lives Matter, the KKK believes in a racial hierarchy. The KKK has also killed, raped, and whipped thousands of people (Robertson 2020; Trelease [1979] 2023).

d11 Background fact: Columbia University ran a whites-only scholarship for seventy-seven years (Trotter 2013). Few other scholarships are explicitly for white people only, but white students receive the majority of scholarship money (NPR 2011; Harris 2022).

e12 Background fact: Acquitters tend not to mention jobs that are only for men, such as being leaders in some religions (Chaves et al. 2021). Nor do they typically mention government programs that are only for boys and men, such as My Brother’s Keeper.


THREE

The Convictors

“If You’re Aware of It . . . You Find It Anywhere”

Rather than acting as an amateur detective searching for clues, imagine you’re an armchair criminologist interested in helping others understand crime. You spend much of your time reading about crime, and you know many patterns about it: who tends to commit crimes, who tends to be the victims, what kind of crimes take place, and the social and psychological factors that explain crime. When you encounter a case, you focus on the outcome, the crime. And, steeped in data about how crime tends to play out, your mind automatically matches this particular crime to a pattern of crimes like it. You feel confident that you know the perpetrator’s motive, what they did, and how to understand their actions, basing these conjectures on your research into patterns, not research about the specific crime or person accused. You also believe the victim, as there have been so many similar people harmed in similar ways before. Situating the case as part of a pattern of crimes and accepting the victim’s account, you know where you stand. In your mind, you convict.

When asked whether a situation is racist or sexist, convictors approach each case using the algorithmic standards of an armchair criminologist. They define racism and sexism broadly, defining them as unequal outcomes by race or gender, unconscious bias regarding race or gender, and conscious intent to harm someone based on their race or gender. They are attuned to how people are mistreated or disadvantaged based on their race or gender, and, just as courts sometimes rely on algorithms as evidence, they algorithmically identify each case that matches one of these patterns as racist or sexist. They are also aware of patterns of how people communicate about race and gender, and they identify any gesture or indirect reference that matches these patterns as racist or sexist too. In focusing on the patterned ways that mistreatment and disadvantage occur, they suggest that what happened to a person of color or woman would not have happened to a white person or a man; they see other patterns of mistreatment as racial ones; and they give the benefit of the doubt to the usual targets: people of color and women. Using their algorithmic logic, they not only convict the individual or institutions involved in the case but also use the case to make a statement: they know patterns of mistreatment based on race and gender occur and that the mistreatment is wrong.

White convictors tend to be liberals and liberal-leaning independents, people who value care and equality over order, security, and loyalty and who favor change over maintaining the status quo.1 They also tend to see racism and sexism as commonplace,2 saying things like, “I think there’s a lot of racism in America” and, about sexism, “If you’re aware of it and if you’re looking for it, you find it anywhere and everywhere.” Their broad definitions and algorithmic approach reinforce and sustain their views and values; using these techniques for making judgment calls, they see racism and sexism all around them and then see reasons to promote equality over other values and to want to change the status quo.

Their motivated reasoning does some good. Their constant convictions promote the accurate idea that unfair racial and gender inequalities are common and sometimes large. Their definitions and methods allow them to identify some specific interactions and institutions that generate unfair inequalities and to call for change in such places. But by unconsciously over-relying on motivated reasoning, some also make unfounded accusations that distract from revealing inequality’s real sources.


The Algorithmic Approach: Two Examples

Recall that we showed our respondents a storyboard about a police shooting and read them a description of the scene:



A white cop shoots an unarmed black man who’s holding up his cell phone. Afterwards he said he saw a gun, and he’s sure he’d fire on a white person who made the same threatening gesture. Is this a story about racism?

Convictors define racism broadly. To them, racism includes an unequal outcome or a pattern of what tends to happen more to one race than to another, whether intended or not. It also includes unconscious bias as well as intentionally hurting someone due to their race or gender. They apply algorithmic reasoning to judge and justify whether their definition has been met. They know that there are patterns of police officers shooting Black men more than others and of Americans holding implicit biases, including the biased perception that Black men are dangerous.a1 They see this case as matching these patterns. Therefore, to them, this case is racist too.

Charlotte is a young cashier, artist, and liberal-leaning independent who lives in a small town in Massachusetts. She positions this story within patterns of police shootings and of police holding implicit biases about Black men. She uses these patterns to convict the pictured cop of racism: “Definitely [it’s racist]. We just see it time and time and time and time again. These young white men walking down the street with rifles and the police don’t do anything, or they know that they have guns and they’re still not worried about their safety. This is definitely, I think, coming from a fear that’s born in racism.”b2

Ben is a public land manager who grew up and remains in North Carolina, and whose work has put him in contact with police officers he admires and police officers he disdains. He sets aside his knowledge of individual differences among officers and uses algorithmic methods to determine whether the pictured cop acted in a racist manner. An unaffiliated progressive, he explains why he convicts: “Because you look at every situation that this happens in, and it’s always usually a Black person who’s shot and killed. You look at the white person who’s captured versus this. It’s this ingrained stereotype. They’re just, ‘Oh, this is a Black guy with a gun’ kind of fear.” To Charlotte, Ben, and other convictors, the case is clear cut. It’s part of a pattern of one racial group being harmed more than another. Therefore, this particular case must be racist too.

Recall that we ask our respondents about this vignette too:

A man is in the hospital. Someone comes in to take care of him. He assumes the person in front of him is a nurse and says, “Hello, nurse.” The woman is not a nurse but a doctor. She corrects him and looks annoyed. Is the man being sexist?

Convictors also see this story through the algorithmic reasoning of an amateur criminologist. They’ve heard that many female doctors are called nurses, that people routinely assume that women are in less prestigious jobs, and that many Americans hold implicit biases about women’s competence and workplace roles. They’ve also heard that this type of mistake happens to men less often.a3 Based on these patterns, they convict the patient of sexism because his actions match the patterned way that women are often treated.

Toby is a talkative restaurant manager and IT professional who once worked in hospitals. He considers himself a nomad, having moved from the plains to the East Coast for boarding school and college; he now lives in Maine for work. He uses algorithmic methods to convict the patient of sexism, noticing that the story matches patterns of how men and women are implicitly perceived and explicitly treated. He shares: “He assumed automatically because she’s a female that she’s automatically a nurse and doesn’t hold a higher level position at the hospital or clinic. I can testify to that one because I worked in hospitals for ten years, and as a nurses’ aide I would walk in the room and they would go, ‘Oh, hi doctor.’ I go, ‘I’m not a doctor.’”

Lawrence, a young compensation officer and Democrat, convicts using the same approach. In evaluating the case, he frames it as part of a pattern in which men make certain assumptions about women’s roles. Based on his knowledge of the pattern, he convicts the man in the case:

So I was reminded of an incident in my hometown. There’s a shop called [Town] Barbershop, and it’s run by two women. And way back in the day, when they first opened up shop, a man walked in there and he said, “Where’s the barber?” The woman who owned it said, “I’m the barber.” He didn’t think women could be barbers, but obviously not the case. . . . So like, “Oh, hello nurse.” He’s thinking that “Oh, women are in traditional gender roles,” like a nurse rather than a doctor. When they’re obviously in both roles.

Placing the case within these patterns gives them the evidence they need to convict.


Components of the Algorithmic Method

Over and over again—when considering fictional examples, news stories, and events in their lives—convictors act like amateur criminologists who use algorithmic reasoning when evaluating what’s racist and sexist. We identify the components of this approach ahead: broad definitions including unequal outcomes and implicit bias, pattern-matching, using counterfactuals and conflations, and showing deference to the perceptions of people of color and women. Though many convictors feel they are fighting for justice, their definitions and methods are not entirely just. Just as motivated reasoning theories suggest, they, too, use criteria that result in a rigged trial, one in which their definitions and approach make conviction the most likely option—both when it’s warranted and when it’s not.




Definitions: Unequal Outcomes, Implicit Bias, and Intentional Harm Are Racist and Sexist

Convictors define racism and sexism as intentional harm, implicit bias, and unequal outcomes or patterns of mistreatment that occur whether or not they are intended. In doing so, they distance themselves from acquitters by emphasizing that conscious intent to harm is not necessary for racism and sexism to occur. Sandra, a lab manager, is one such respondent who downplays intent: “I think that you can be racist or sexist without having ill intentions ’cause some people are racist and sexist and they don’t mean to be.” Margaret, a community college professor and writer, makes the same point: “I don’t think racism is grounded in intent. I think something can be racist without being intentionally racist. Like if my mother says something that’s racist, even though her intent is not to be racist, it doesn’t make it not racist. If some dude says something that is sexist, even though he wasn’t intending to be sexist . . . that thing you said is sexist.” Jamie, a security guard and nanny, answers our question “Is it racist?” by saying: “I think that a lot of times white people say things like that with the best intentions. It’s not outright and not blatant, but it definitely is [racist].”



In part, convictors downplay conscious intent because they believe everyone has unconscious, implicit biases. For example, Doug, a restaurant worker, explains that he assumes that most white people hold implicit biases about people of other races: “Most white companies and businesses in this country, they’re going to follow their unconscious biases, if they have them, which most of us do.” He makes a similar statement about gender. Asked what sexism is, he states: “It’s probably pretty unconscious, I guess, but it can be very conscious also.” Anthony, a member of the military, emphasizes that racism and sexism can refer to implicit biases too. Asked what he thinks racism is, he replies: “Unconscious bias comes to mind.” He says the same about sexism: “Consciously it’s making a decision based on anything gender. Unconsciously as well.”

But, mostly, convictors define racism and sexism as not about intent but about outcomes that disproportionately harm people of color or women.3 They often identify unequal outcomes at the group level, arguing that there are patterns of people of one race or gender being treated worse than people of another race or gender, and that the pattern itself is evidence of racism or sexism. Giving an example of racism, Melody, a technology sales trainer, points to an unequal outcome, a pattern of who is promoted to the top of the corporate hierarchy: “How many African American CEOs are there in large companies, and how many African Americans are running corporations, and who are leaders? Not quite to the same level.”a4 When asked about racism, Jeffrey, a Christian minister, focuses on unequal outcomes too: “All you have to do is look at some of the prison numbers to know that this country is skewed against people of color.”a5 Charlotte, a cashier, sees an inequality as racist too:

Anytime there’s a controversial shooting or something like that, the photos they choose to show for the Black victims versus the photos they choose to show for white perpetrators: they’ll pick the class picture of the white perpetrator looking nice in his polo shirt and pose, while they’ll pick a Facebook photo of the victim doing a funny hand signal or something.b6

Max, a consultant and adjunct professor, also defines an unequal outcome as racist, a pattern of who dies in war: “I remember during the last Iraq war . . . I would see the Sunday news shows, and they would put the kids’ names who got killed that week. Just by their names, it was a shit show. You would see Ortega, Ortiz, or a Black name, and then every now and then you’d see a white name, but everybody was of color.”c7

Likewise, convictors point to unequal outcomes as evidence of sexism. John, a physician’s assistant, explains: “You look at the hospital leadership here, it seems to be predominantly male. I don’t think that’s representative of the workforce. I think it’s because of sexism. I don’t see that a male would be any more qualified than a woman, and there’s plenty of female physicians that have been at [this hospital] for just as long as those men have.”a8 Aaron, a human resources consultant, also points to patterns of unequal outcomes as evidence of sexism. Speaking of his childhood, he says: “All my coaches were male, all the church pastors and lay people were all males. The principals, usually a male.b9 These organizations that you are in tune with growing up, they’re run by males.” Rose, a medical receptionist, uses unequal outcomes as evidence of sexism too: “I go to certain stories about how no women have been promoted in the military to certain ranks.”c10 Eric, a business analyst, also sees an unequal outcome as an indicator that sexism has occurred. He talks about an award at his mother’s workplace: “It was probably like 60/40 men-female in her division. She taught there for thirty years, and it was the twenty-third year that she was there before a female finally won an award. Just playing the odds and using statistics, that seems a little bit off.”


The Algorithmic Method: Pattern-Matching

When considering if an interaction or institution is racist or sexist, convictors use an algorithmic approach. They pattern-match: they match the case to a broader pattern of how racism and sexism play out, just as an algorithm can be formulated to do. When the case matches the broader pattern, they convict, concluding it is racist or sexist too.



Convictors tend to use pattern-matching to convict the imaginary police officer of racism. Acting like an armchair criminologist, they say that the officer acted in ways that match a pattern of how other officers exhibit racism. Cindy, a science communicator, convicts the officer because the case matches a pattern: “Probably because of the news cycle, honestly.” Summer, a real estate agent, also convicts the particular officer because of a pattern about how other cops behave: “Yeah [it’s racist] because the numbers are going to show that it’s not true. . . . The statistics show that unarmed white people are shot a lot less.” Mindy, a network evaluator, situates the case in a pattern as well, using the pattern to convict the officer in the case: “Yes [it’s racist]. Because I’m sure plenty of white men have cell phones and they’re not usually shot.”

Convictors also use algorithmic pattern-matching to identify others’ implicit biases. Knowing that many police officers and white Americans hold the implicit bias that Black men are dangerous,a11 they assume the focal officer holds and acts on his implicit biases. They then match the pattern to the case. Joe, a stocker at a grocery store, concludes the officer is racist because he must be acting on his implicit biases, as studies find other officers do: “There were studies that people with a certain bias picture people of color as more dangerous than they are. And they start with that idea.” Jonah, a librarian, suggests that the shooting may have arisen from “subconscious biases in people who don’t think of themselves as prejudiced. There are these biases of seeing young Black men as threatening.” Anthony, a military service member and a former cop, also sees the pictured cop as matching the pattern of biased cops: “It’s unconscious, a lot of unconscious bias. I mean, there’s so many cops that just don’t understand how they would probably approach one situation a little bit differently than others.” Claire, a school counselor, says the same: “[The cop is] probably more hyperalert about a nonwhite person than he would be about a white person. He probably doesn’t even realize that that’s true.”b12

Convictors match cases to patterns regarding sexism as well. Recall the story about the teacher and guidance counselor:

A guidance counselor catches a teacher in the hallway and asks her which of her students should be put in an advanced math course next year. The teacher quickly responds, naming six students who get As in her class. She later realized that five of the six students she named were boys. There were other girls in her class that also received As. Did the teacher respond in a sexist way? Why or why not?

To convictors, this is an example of sexism because the case fits a pattern of teachers favoring boys in math classes, or, they believe, in school more broadly. Acting like an armchair criminologist, Jeffrey convicts the teacher because he sees the case as matching a pattern: “I think that boys in school, for some reason, are favored. I think that their mediocrity gets rewarded where girls’ brilliance doesn’t.”a13 Charlotte also convicts by stating that the case matches a pattern: “I really do feel like it’s because it was math. It’s the sexist assumption that men are better at logical thinking skills when it’s just so not true.” Eliza, too, algorithmically pattern-matches to conclude that sexism occurred in this case: “Damn. Yes [it’s sexist]. Damn. Yes, because it is a social norm to assume that boys are going to be better at math than girls.”b14

Many convictors also find the teacher guilty of sexism because they pattern-match the teacher’s implicit biases. There is a pattern of teachers holding implicit biases that girls are not as strong in math as boys;4 they match the teacher’s case to this pattern and assume she holds implicit biases too. Teresa, a project director, sees this incident as an example of implicit bias so convicts the teacher of sexism: “I’m guessing that the fact that she did it quickly, she was working off bias rather than some other criteria that she was using that we’re not aware of.” Joe shares that the incident is sexist because it fits a pattern of teachers holding implicit biases: “I think she’s internalized, probably since she was a child and a student, that boys are encouraged more than girls academically.” Tessa, an occupational therapy assistant, also sees the teacher as sexist due to internalized biases she presumes the teacher holds: “It may have come from a place of stereotype of sexism because the voice stood out in her head more. I don’t think it was necessarily a purposeful thing.” In making these assessments, these convictors do not survey the scene, ask questions about the case, or speculate about the particular background or experiences of the teacher in the pictured vignette; instead, they draw on their awareness of patterns of inequality. To them, this case is sexist because the pattern is.

White convictors also algorithmically pattern-match in their own lives. For instance, many are aware of the pattern that white people receive better customer service than people of color.5 When they notice such a case, they call the incident racist. Todd, a bodyguard and former roadie and hairdresser, shares an example of a situation that he identifies as racist: “I see me going to Walmart and ask somebody if they can give me a price check on a bag of charcoal. And then as I’m coming back out, there’s a Black guy trying to get a price on something, and he’s told that if you go over to one of those poles, there’s a scanner over there. They just helped me.” Lucy, a social worker, pattern-matches in a parallel situation: “I’ve gone to the gas station and not even noticed that it says ‘prepay,’ and they activate my pump, but then the person next to me is a person of color, and then that’s how I become aware of the prepay sign, because they won’t activate that person’s pump until they go in and pay. I’ve been like, ‘Whoa, that was white privilege right there.’” Teresa convicts similar cases that she’s heard about from her friends. Describing an instance of racism, she says: “My friends have told me about being followed in stores and stuff like that, my Black friends.”

Many convictors also pattern-match to identify sexism in their own lives. Helen, a paramedic, knows a pattern and convicts a case of sexism because it matches that pattern: “I think that even trying to get into mid-class jobs, you’ve got to prove yourself, and not as much as a man would. I know this man came in for my job, they didn’t make him lift a stretcher or do all this stuff that they made me do.” Eric, a business analyst, is also aware of a pattern, this time patterned ideas about men’s and women’s roles, then uses it to identify cases that match it. Asked what comes to mind when he thinks of sexism, he says: “There’s stereotypes. They’re not always accurate, but a lot of people just apply them as always being accurate. It’s kinda sad but I even see it with friends or coworkers that you would not think would have that mindset. Once in a while, it’d be like, ‘So what’s [your wife] cooking for dinner tonight?’ ‘You know, I actually cook our meals.’ They’re like, ‘You do?’ I’m like, ‘Yeah, I do.’”

Convictors not only algorithmically pattern-match by drawing on societal patterns but individuals’ behavior patterns too. That is, when they notice a pattern of one person repeatedly mistreating people of another race or gender, they assume that that person’s new statements fit their old patterns and are racist or sexist too. Many convictors use this approach when talking about Donald Trump. Asked if a particular statement Donald Trump made is racist, Eliza, a special education teacher, uses a pattern to convict his recent words: “I think every other word out of his mouth is racist or sexist.” Parker, a construction contractor, sees the border wall, a single case, as racist because he sees Donald Trump as having a pattern of racist behavior: “We don’t have to freaking do too much research to listen to Donald Trump to figure out that what he says is racism. We have plenty of other incidents we can look back on to gain further insight on his disposition on minorities.” Val, a retail store manager, concludes that the border wall is racist, too, because Donald Trump has exhibited a pattern of racism: “Because he tends to not agree with the president of Mexico a lot. He doesn’t agree with their policies and things of that nature. I feel like he always feels like he’s superior to them. In the way he talks about Mexican people on TV and just his interaction with the president down there, that’s how I [conclude it’s racist].”


The Algorithmic Method: Seeing Race and Gender in Unspoken Places



Convictors’ algorithm picks up cases that match patterns of how people of particular races and genders tend to be treated. As is evident from some previous examples, convictors do so even when no one mentions anyone’s race or gender aloud. This separates them from acquitters, who convict only when race or gender is made explicit.

Jonah’s algorithm identifies a case as racist even when no one uses racial terms, just applying a pattern he knows to a case he observes. Acting like an armchair criminologist so steeped in data that he sees patterns, Jonah explains the situation:

I was on a bus, and there was a young Black woman who had one or two children. A white woman told her to make her kids be quiet. And the Black woman responded very loudly and very aggressively, to the effect of “You don’t have the right to speak to me that way. They’re kids. They’re not doing anything wrong. Shut up.” This became a screaming match on the bus. I think the white woman felt entitled to tell another person what to do with her kids. And I think the woman who had the children, her indignation and anger was from being told in public how to behave by a white person.

Max’s algorithm also picks up that a case matches a pattern of how whites and people of color tend to be treated, one in which no one uses any racial language:

I had to go to a phone repair store. I was in a suit. I walked in, and there was obviously a Latino father and son. They were probably negotiating the kid’s first cell phone. They were so excited, like we would be for a new car or something. The minute I walked in, I didn’t even approach the counter, the salesman just blew them off and said, “Hold on a minute, let me take care of this guy.” . . . I don’t even know if the clerk knew it was racist. It might have been implicit. But to just put them on hold, like, “You’re a piece of shit. Here’s a guy in a tie who might spend more money than you, and he’s white.”

Tiffany, too, picks up that a case matches a pattern of how whites and people of color tend to be treated, identifying the case as racist despite that no one explicitly names race. She shares what happened:

My neighbor is very conservative, and she’s Trump’s supporter. She’s sitting there, talking about how social services get taken advantage of and they shouldn’t be there. She’s the one that suggested I go get food stamps [after my husband died]. I’m like, “Why is it okay for me?” She’s like, “Well, you’re different. It’s a different situation for you. It’s not for other people. It’s for people like you.” “Like you.” What does that exactly mean?

Tiffany infers that “people like you” means white people, as there is a widespread perception among white people that welfare is for “deserving” white people who truly need it, and not “undeserving” Black people who supposedly refuse to work.6

Lewey’s algorithmic approach also identifies a case as racist in which no one mentions race aloud.

Lewey: I go down to the convenience store here. I look at the cigarette rack, and there’s Marlboros and Winstons, but there’s no Newports. You say, “Well, Newports and Kools, that’s nothing.” You know what I know? Blacks smoke Newports and Kools almost predominantly.

Betsy: There’s no market for the Newports?

Lewey: They take the market away just to say, “You don’t need to shop here, go shop elsewhere”; I think that’s subliminal and pervasive. I think there is a subliminal message that goes throughout their minds like, “We don’t have your cigarette, shop elsewhere. Our prices are high. If you don’t have money, don’t be here.”

Convictors also algorithmically identify cases as sexist, even when no one explicitly mentions anyone’s gender. Lewey matches cases to a pattern, using the pattern to read between the lines about what a gesture means: “Even an elbow jibe to the ribs, the guy next to you giving him an elbow. Look over here, evaluate what I’m looking at, and reach the same conclusion. That’s sexism to me.” Gavin, whom we met in chapter 1, works in a pizza restaurant where his wife is his boss. He algorithmically identifies a case that matches a pattern of people assuming men are in charge, one in which no one says anything about women or men directly: “I’ve had a couple of people try to show my wife how to manage the store. And she’s the boss. But they’ll go, ‘Oh, Gavin can do it.’ And I’m like, ‘No, she’s the boss. She’s in charge.’” Makenzie, an information systems specialist, situates a case as part of a pattern, one in which no one makes gender explicit. She tells us that her boss was being sexist when he asked her to cover for her workplace’s administrative assistant rather than asking the man whose job it was to do so. “Why?” she asked her boss. “He has a penis. He can’t cover for the admin?”

We also ask our respondents if it is sexist for a man to insist that his wife stay home with their children. In our example, the man does not explicitly reference his wife’s gender; he doesn’t say that his insistence is based on the fact that his wife is a woman. Still, many convictors’ algorithms pick up that this case fits a pattern of how men tend to treat women, and they convict the man as sexist. As Jamie puts it, “That’s definitely him using his power as a male over a female.” Katherine sees the situation as about gender as well, saying it’s sexist because “it’s the idea that it would be the woman who would always go home to the baby.” Lawrence’s algorithm picks up this instance as about gender too and convicts the case. To Lawrence, “The man thinks, ‘Oh, the woman should stay home. Cause that’s her quote-unquote rightful place.’”

Some convictors make generalizations that large swaths of Americans are racist or sexist, even when they do not explicitly hear from the people they indict. For example, Aaron does so when he says “If you support Trump, I feel like you’re a racist.”a15 Jeffrey also convicts many people of sexism, basing it on what he thinks they think rather than each person’s explicit remarks: “My observation is anecdotal, that there is still this thought that men should get all the good jobs and they should have all the money and they have all the power.”b16 Lawrence also sees sexism as existing in unspoken and denied places and believes that many strangers are biased: “I think some guys out there are like, ‘Oh, well, we wouldn’t hire a woman’ even if they don’t outwardly say it.”


The Algorithmic Method: Counterfactuals—It Wouldn’t Happen to White People or Men

Criminologists can identify that some crimes happen to some people more than others. They also use algorithms to predict what would have happened in the same situation had the individuals involved been of different races or genders. Like criminologists armed with algorithms, convictors use patterns to predict whether the same incident would have happened to someone of another race or gender. If they believe the harm inflicted on a person of color or woman would not have happened to a white person or man, they conclude that the incident is racist or sexist.



For example, when asked whether it was racist for Donald Trump to call Colin Kaepernick a “son of a bitch,” many convictors argue that Donald Trump was being racist because he would not have said the same to a white player. Matt, a janitor, explains: “I think Trump was racist. I never heard him say anything about any of the white guys that followed suit and did it.”a17 Sofia, an architect, says the same: “Absolutely [it’s racist]. Just the way he said it. I don’t think he would have said that about a white player.” Abigail, a cashier, believes Donald Trump’s statement is racist for the same reason: “I don’t think he would have said the same thing if Tim Tebow [a white player] decided to kneel during the national anthem.”

Likewise, convictors use a counterfactual to cast the border wall as racist. Daniel, a cook and musician, shares his way of seeing: “Yes. I agree [it’s racist] because he’s not building a wall up in Canada.” Ben uses a similar counterfactual: “It’s because they’re not white immigrants from Europe.” Kevin, a retail worker, sees the wall as about race and as racist for the same reasons: “If it was 20,000 Dutch people trying to come into this country, nobody would bat an eye. If all of a sudden Canada decided to invade, no one would even think about it. We would be thinking great, they’re bringing donuts. It’s very different.”b18

As is evident in some of the examples above, convictors also use counterfactuals to cast some police officers as racist. Jeffrey puts it this way: “A white woman could walk into Walmart with a gun and start waving it around, and a Black guy could walk in with a lollipop and get shot. This is racism.” Zach, a product developer, says of George Floyd’s killing: “I think that in a similar situation, a white person would not have been held down like that.”a19 Rose uses a counterfactual too: “It just feels like the situation would have been handled differently if they looked different.”

Convictors also draw on patterns of mistreatment of women by men to contend that a case is sexist because it would not have happened to a man. Several convictors draw on their own experience in making this argument. Tessa, an occupational therapy assistant, identifies sexism by presuming that what happened to her would not have happened to her male counterparts.

Tessa: I had a patient who was sitting on his bed. I’m like, “All right, sir, it’s time for you to come down for your therapy. It’s time for some exercises.” And he’s like, “Well, if it was time for sexercises maybe I’d come down with you.” I’m like, “Really? You’re here for therapy.” I still had to try and help that person get better.

Tom (research assistant): Tell me what made you think it was sexism.

Tessa: Because I was treated differently just on this very fact that I was a woman compared to a male coworker or counterpart. I feel as though that a male in that same situation was placed on a higher accord rather than what I experienced. They wouldn’t have experienced that.

Jamie describes an incident of sexism that she experienced, using a counterfactual to make her point: “In my security position, a lot of men don’t respect my authority because I am a female. Even though I have a gun on my hip, it would be a lot less jawing and a lot less back talking and mouthing off if I was a male.” Asked whether she has ever experienced sexism, Summer brings up her experiences with sexual assault. She calls them sexist by using a counterfactual: “Somebody really groped all the way up my legs. You’re like, ‘That doesn’t happen to guys.a20 They just don’t deal with this. They don’t wake up with bruises on their butt from getting pinched in the club.’”7


The Algorithmic Method: Conflating Classism and Xenophobia into Racism

Just as criminologists’ algorithms pick up cases that match a pattern but that could also be characterized by a different pattern, convictors pick up cases of classism and xenophobia and identify them as racism. In doing so, they claim that classism and xenophobia are not alternative explanations to racism but are evidence of racism themselves.8 This approach aligns with their outcome-based definition of racism. If low-income people and immigrants are disproportionately people of color, then anything that hurts the poor and immigrants sustains unequal outcomes based on race.



Convictors make this conflation when they talk about the following vignette:

A man whose parents were from Mexico and a white man both have heart attacks. Doctors try their best to save both of them. The Mexican man dies because the hospital in his neighborhood didn’t have a specialized cardiac unit. The white man lives because the hospital in his neighborhood did have that unit. Is this an example of racism? Why or why not?

In answering this question, many convictors say that the incident is racist because it is classist, thus conflating the two forms of mistreatment. Only mentioning class, Jamie, a working-class woman, says this incident is racist: “Yes [it’s racist]. Because the Mexican man’s community didn’t have adequate health care. And I think that that has to do with social class.” Joe, a low-paid worker, also conflates class and race: “Probably the white guy lives in a more affluent neighborhood, and the Mexican man doesn’t. And, you know, minority communities are underserved.” Lawrence, who has spent his life in the upper middle class, assumes the white character is class-privileged: “The hospitals in wealthy areas are probably more well-funded and have the proper equipment. So, yeah [it’s racist.]”

Convictors also tend to see the education system as racist because it is biased against children from low-income families. Stephanie, a media director and teacher, explains that standardized tests are racist because they are classist. She does so by giving an example about her white mother:

Just the other day, we [my dad and I] were having this conversation. He was talking about one of the standardized tests he took. . . . It was like, “How many people can sleep in a double bed?” He’s like, “The answer should be two.” But, he’s like, “When your mom was growing up, she had siblings. They put ten people on that bed.” The questions are not applicable towards your living situation. Yes, I think they can be [racist].

Claire, a school counselor, says that schools are racist because “the education system is designed for a white child.” Asked why, she points to class, not race:

Just how school is designed in these very specific hours of the day, and parents are expected to be involved, to be able to come to the school. But hello, if you’re working a low-wage job, the chances of you being able to do that or even be able to get your child to school [are slim]. The whole way the system is set up is to be able to be convenient for people who have means. And how are you expected to come in for the parent-teacher conference?

On the same note, Makenzie sees charter schools as racist because they are less accessible to the poor: “Our charter school situation is very racist. . . . I just feel like it’s becoming a publicly funded private school for white kids. Charter schools don’t have to provide free lunch or busing to their students.a21 So they self-select for parents who can bring them to school and back and can provide lunch.”9

Convictors also tend to conflate xenophobia with racism, including the former as an example of the latter. Teresa shares: “Xenophobia is racist. It’s based on the superiority of white, Anglo-descendant people.” Ben sees anti-immigrant sentiment as inherently racist as well: “It’s this fear that they’re losing this majority white Christian history.” Kelly, a physician’s assistant, conflates them as well. Talking of the border wall, she says: “It’s trying to prevent people from another country from coming into the United States. Our goal is like Hitler’s, just to have like one race. I mean, it’s awful.” Parker explains that he sees immigration and race as intrinsically related: “Xenophobia is a great part of racialism. They go hand in hand so well together. They might as well be brother and sister.”b22


The Algorithmic Method: Deference Goes to the Primary Targets of Racism and Sexism

Using their algorithmic criminologists’ lens, convictors tend to see people of color and women as the only or most common targets of racism and sexism. They feel that because people of color and women are targeted by racism and sexism, they should be believed. About racism, Jeffrey says: “I think if somebody who is a person of color calls something racist, you should believe that.” He makes the same point about sexism: “If somebody said they worked for a sexist organization, I would be like, ‘Yes, you’re probably right, you would know that.’” Joe says the same: “A lot of the times, I’m not in a position to disagree, because it might be something that I haven’t noticed, but that doesn’t mean it’s not there.” Ben makes the same point about both sexism and racism: “I don’t have the capacity or experience to challenge something that someone says is sexist or it’s racist, especially if they are a woman or a person of color, because if they say it, it probably is. I have very little ground on to say, ‘No, it’s not.’” Others simply give the benefit of the doubt to people of color and women because they see them as the underdogs. Sandra shares: “I think you should always side with the victim, the victim or a potential victim.” Margaret agrees: “I think we should listen to those who are oppressed.”




Convicting Real and Sometimes False Inequalities

Convictors hold a reality-based belief: racial and gender inequality are common. Their definition and methods affirm this belief.



Convictors use a broad outcomes-based definition that’s easier to prove than intent, allowing them to see racism and sexism all around them. Pattern-matching helps them see what they expect; by assuming each case matches a pattern without checking whether it does, they do see racial and gender inequality all around them. They infer that unspoken and implied meanings align with what they imagine others mean; using evidence rooted in their own inferences ensures that their verdicts match what they already believe. They also assume that some mistreatment would not happen to a white person or a man, a presumption that reinforces their belief as they assert it without checking how often the specific perpetrator also treats white people or men badly. Their conflation of some alternative explanations with racism also broadens their view of what counts as racist, making it easier to see racism often. Their deference to the typical targets of racism and sexism makes it easier for them to convict too. When there’s not enough evidence to know what happened, they assume what they already believe is true. Together, these factors create a low bar for seeing racism and sexism, which makes it easier to convict and to see racism and sexism as common. Doing so affirms liberal values: seeing racism and sexism all around them, they conclude that there’s a pressing need to promote race and gender equality and to change the status quo.

But while convictors are as apt as acquitters to use definitions and methods that affirm their views and values, the consequences are starkly different. Though each group makes some accurate and some inaccurate judgment calls on specific questions, acquitters’ repeated not-guilty calls affirm and spread a false message that racial and gender inequality and mistreatment are rare, while convictors’ repeated guilty calls affirm and spread a true belief that they are common. Acquitters also repeatedly exonerate real generators of mistreatment and inequality, making them difficult to resolve. Convictors issue some false accusations but identify more real generators of inequality; after all, patterns are made up of a series of cases, so some of the cases they call out are likely to be actual instances of the pattern. By convicting some real drivers of inequality, they help draw attention to issues that should be altered. Because of this, convictors’ approach is more likely to lead to positive change: it’s easier to fix problems people recognize than ones they deny are there.

In addition, many aspects of convictors’ approach are useful. Their dismissal of intent-based definitions matches the historical moment: a time when racial and gender inequality tend to be propagated subtly, sometimes unintentionally, often institutionally, and through patterned behaviors in which people are treated differently. They are also aware of many patterns of how mistreatment and inequality tend to play out, which can be useful for understanding particular cases of potential isms if used in a less knee-jerk fashion than they do. And many convictors want to make change. They’re upset that incidents they think of as racist and sexist keep happening, and some advocate for a more equal world.

Still, convictors’ approach has problems, even as they are less consequential than that of acquitters. Namely, their methods lead them to overconvict. White convictors tend to assume any case that matches a pattern of how racial and gender inequality tends to play out is racist and sexist. Too often, they reach this verdict before gathering information or asking any questions about the case, assuming all potential instances of racism and sexism are conclusively racist and sexist. They then miss any potentially exculpatory evidence contained within the case, or any evidence that it may better fit a different pattern. For instance, Max’s interpretation of what happened at the cell phone store may be correct; the salesman may have ditched the Latino father and son because Max is white and might spend more money. But that’s not the only possibility. It could be that the company encourages its employees to greet all customers as they enter, even if it means leaving their current customers. Indeed, perhaps the same agent left his other customers to greet the Latino man and son before Max arrived. Or take Tiffany’s presumption that her neighbor meant that she deserves welfare because she’s white. It’s possible the neighbor did mean that. It’s also possible that the neighbor believed that welfare is for widows, given that one of the policy’s historical intents was to help white widows and that Tiffany’s husband recently died.10 Without more evidence, we can’t know for sure. To get closer to the truth, we can use patterns to raise our suspicions about a case, and then gather more evidence to determine whether such suspicions are true.

Moreover, while we commend white convictors for knowing so many patterns of how mistreatment and inequality play out, sometimes the patterns they rely on are inaccurate or too broad. For example, while there is a pattern of boys scoring higher on standardized math tests than girls, girls tend to receive higher math grades than boys.11 And while boys tend to outscore girls on standardized math tests, they do not do so in every school district. Boys outperform girls on standardized math tests in some school districts, girls outperform boys in others, and most districts do not have a gender math gap at all.12 Framing cases as instances of patterns of inequality that do not exist at the specific or local level leads to inaccurate judgment calls, misdirected attention, and potentially overlooking impactful solutions to problems that actually exist.

Convictors also do not contribute to resolving inequality when they accuse strangers of racism or sexism based on their assumed implicit biases. Many assume they know more about a stranger’s implicit biases than that stranger themselves, claiming they know the biases of particular police officers, teachers, or others whom they’ve never met. This unwisely positions them as mind readers. In addition to relying on flimsy evidence that can lead to wrongful convictions, this approach violates a principle that convictors hold: we shouldn’t assume the character and thoughts of an individual based on generalizations about people of the same race or gender.

Convictors’ conflation of racism with different inequalities and lack of attention to alternative explanations can also lead them astray. Classism and xenophobia are not necessarily racist. Even though a disproportionate share of poor people are people of color, white people make up almost two-thirds of the US population, and in fact, most poor people are white.13 Ignoring that by assuming that all poverty issues are really about racial discrimination erases low-income white people’s experiences, minimizes their hardships, risks misidentifying problems, and suggests solutions that do not address the root causes. Moreover, while any national policy that harms poor people will disproportionately harm people of color, local and organizational policies that harm poor people have the potential to harm only people in the particular area—sometimes only people who are white. Xenophobia can also be directed at immigrants of any race.14 Automatically conflating racism with other issues then risks misidentifying the sources of real problems.

Convictors’ reliance on counterfactuals has similar problems. Assuming that the same incident would not happen to white people or men is an overstated belief; instead, it’s often true that the same thing is less likely to happen to white people or men. This difference is important. It implies that we cannot know that racism or sexism occurred because a bad thing happened to a person of color or a woman. Instead, we need to understand the rates at which they affect each group and whether the case truly fits that pattern.

And so we cannot endorse convictors’ methods either. They have an admirable knowledge of patterns of racial and gender inequality, but they over-rely on these patterns when judging cases. As such, they don’t do enough to look into the details of the case, consider alternative explanations, or refrain from using counterfactuals or rules of thumb that aren’t rooted in knowledge of the accusation. The result is that they overconvict, convicting false generators of inequality as well as true ones. Such an approach risks their credibility by making them too easily dismissed by those who demand more evidence, undermines their ability to attract allies by accusing some innocent people of racism and sexism—some of whom go on to lose their livelihoods and/or loved ones—and erodes their ability to focus resources and attention on inequality’s real drivers. And so while their excesses do less to corrode people’s life chances and do more to combat racial and gender inequality than that of the acquitters, their approach still contains too much motivated reasoning and collateral damage to serve as a model of how to make judgment calls.

Of course, not every convictor or every acquitter is equally likely to see the world in ways that confirm their beliefs or to make the same judgment calls. Convictors and acquitters use their methods in habitual ways, but they sometimes add to them or deviate from them too. Indeed, as we’ll see in the following chapters, both categories are divided internally, with some motivated and some moderate. The motivated are partisans who feel a strong connection to their political team, consume partisan news, and have strong views about racial and gender inequality. They are then particularly motivated to reach their side’s judgment call, and to do so passionately. They reach their side’s call nearly every time, accomplishing this by building on their typical definitions to tip the scales to their side and by dismissing all evidence that doesn’t support their favored call. Moderate acquitters and convictors do the opposite, sometimes deviating from their typical judgment call by occasionally using aspects of the other side’s definitions, examining some evidence that counters their views, and considering the facts with less emotion. Understanding these differences within acquitters and within convictors reveals why there are disagreements among white conservatives and among white liberals and exposes the barriers each group faces in using judgment calls to identify sources of inequality. We now unpack the differences within each group, starting with motivated acquitters.


Notes

a1 Background fact: Convictors are correct that police officers disproportionately shoot Black men (Edwards, Lee, and Esposito 2019) and that Black men are often viewed as more dangerous than white men (Payne 2001).



b2 Background fact: By quickly moving to individual-level explanations, convictors miss the broader context of why police disproportionately shoot Black men. The disproportionate rate at which police kill Black men has less to do with individual bias than that police interact with Black people more than white people (Fryer 2019; Menifield, Shin, and Strother 2019).

a3 Background fact: Convictors are correct that women in the medical field are more likely than men in the medical field to be assumed to have less prestigious jobs than they do (Xun et al. 2021).

a4 Background fact: Since 1995, there have been 1,800 CEOs of Fortune 500 companies. Only nineteen have been Black (Wahba 2021).

a5 Background facts: Jeffrey is correct that Black people and Latino people make up a disproportionate share of the American prison population (Gramlich 2019). In September 2021, according to the Federal Bureau of Prisons, African Americans made up 38% of federal prisoners and 12% of the US population. Latinos made up 30% of federal prisoners (Federal Bureau of Prisons 2021) and 19% of the population (N. Jones et al. 2021).

b6 Background fact: There is some evidence that newspapers more often portray Black and Latino suspects using mugshots and white suspects using pictures of them in business clothes (Colburn and Melander 2018).

c7 Background fact: Max’s perception is incorrect. Compared to their numbers in the US population, Black soldiers and Latino soldiers were underrepresented as casualties in the Iraq war (Leland and Oboroceanu 2010; Perry 2005).

a8 Background fact: John is correct about the numbers nationwide; only 15% of hospital CEOs are women (Blackman 2022). However, when we looked at the leadership of his hospital a few years after talking to him, 11 of the 23 listed leaders were women.

b9 Background fact: Aaron’s observations reflect national patterns. Only 14% of American religious congregations are led by women (Chaves et al. 2021). When Aaron was growing up in the late 1980s, 80% of school principals were men (Helterbran and Rieg 2004). However, recently this has changed. In the 2017–18 school year, 46% of principals were men (National Center for Education Statistics 2020).

c10 Background fact: There has never been a female Joint Chiefs of Staff. There have been female four-star generals (L. Robinson and O’Hanlon 2020).

a11 Background fact: It is true that many white Americans hold implicit biases that Black people are more dangerous than white people, and it is true that people who hold implicit racial biases are more likely to mistake Black people’s harmless possessions as weapons (Payne, Niemi, and Doris 2018).

b12 Background fact: There is little evidence that people are unaware of their implicit biases (Gawronski 2019).

a13 Background fact: Some evidence runs counter to Jeffrey’s statement: girls tend to receive higher grades in school than boys (DiPrete and Buchmann 2013).

b14 Background fact: There is a stereotype that boys are better at math than girls (Gunderson et al. 2012; Riegle-Crumb and Humphries 2012).

a15 Background facts: Several studies show that Trump voters experienced high levels of anxiety about falling white dominance and high or moderate levels of racial resentment and anti-immigrant sentiment (Hooghe and Dassonneville 2018; Mutz 2018; Schaffner, Macwilliams, and Nteta 2018). Still, racial and anti-immigrant views are not the only reason that some Americans voted for Trump (Ekins 2017b; Vescio and Schermerhorn 2021). It’s also not clear that Trump voters in 2016 were especially racially resentful compared to Romney voters in 2012. As one political scientist put it: “Racial resentment didn’t do more for Trump than it did for Romney. The highly racially resentful have, with reason, been voting for Republicans for a long time. Trump’s more explicit use of race didn’t make supporters more racially resentful. Levels of racial resentment among Republicans are no higher now than they were before Trump. In fact, they are slightly lower. And the highly racially resentful already knew full well that their home was in the G.O.P.” (Hetherington in Edsall 2023).

b16 Background fact: Most Americans believe that women should have access to jobs (C. Brooks and Bolzendahl 2004).

a17 Background fact: Some white players, such as Aaron Rodgers and Travis Kelce, kneeled after Kaepernick did. Trump continued to criticize kneeling, but we cannot find any record of him calling out these players directly (Stites 2017; Ringer 2017).

b18 Background fact: While we cannot know if Trump would have built a wall or done something comparable if there was an influx of immigrants from Canada or Europe, there is data on Americans’ views of immigrants from different regions. Of Americans, 44% see immigration from Europe as having a positive impact on American society, compared to 26% of Americans who see immigration from Latin America as positive (Pew Reseach Center 2015).

a19 Background facts: A disproportionate number of people killed by police are Black men (Edwards, Lee, and Esposito 2019). However, there is one case of a white man being killed by the police in a similar fashion as George Floyd. Tony Timpa was killed by police after calling them for help. Police handcuffed him, zip-tied his feet, forced him to the ground, kneeled on his neck for 14 minutes, and ignored his warnings that the police were killing him (J. Schwartz 2021). Charges against the officers who restrained Timpa were dropped, and one officer was promoted (Dada 2022).

a20 Background fact: Sexual assault does happen to men. About one third of men experience rape, coercion, or unwanted sexual contact (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2020).

a21 Background fact: In North Carolina, charter schools are not required to provide busing or free lunch (Bonner 2017; Hui 2018).

b22 Background facts: While xenophobia is disproportionately directed at nationalities of color from the Global South (Golash-Boza 2015), it can also be directed at immigrants of European heritage and their descendants (Timberlake and Williams 2012). After Russia invaded Ukraine, harassment, boycotts, and vandalism occurred against Russian immigrants in the United States (H. Brooks 2022; Matusek 2022).


FOUR

Motivated Acquitters

“Politics, Media . . . Are Just Always Trying to Force an Agenda”

Motivated acquitters deny that there is racism or sexism in nearly every case. Most motivated acquitters are dedicated conservatives and enthusiastic supporters of Donald Trump. They are avid news consumers, getting their news from partisan places like FOX News, conservative talk radio, and their favorite right-wing bloggers and podcasters. During Donald Trump’s presidency, they heard messages there about what groups are their enemies: liberals, the media, and many politicians. They also follow debates about racism and sexism that appear on these sources, quote right-wing talking points, tell us what particular pundits said, and launch into attacks on their opponents even without our asking. They know their political team’s position on racial and gender issues well: racism and sexism against people of color and women are deeply exaggerated, everyone is now on a level playing field except when white people and men are discriminated against, and those who make accusations against white people and men have their own agendas.1 They believe in their position so strongly that they turn red or raise their voices when talking about race and gender.

Motivated acquitters also tend to hold particular values strongly, ones they see being trampled on by the left’s take on racism and sexism. Not only do they hold the usual conservative values and beliefs—a desire for order and security over care and avoiding harm, a preference for the status quo over change, and a tendency to see inequalities as stemming from fair processes2—but they are also strong believers that one should be tough and not complain about one’s hardships. To them, the moral person accepts that life is difficult while still playing by the rules, working hard, taking responsibility for what they can, and doing their best in an economic system they believe to be full of opportunities.

They see themselves as having abided by this moral code, even though they complain to us about their hardships, which are plentiful. Many tell us that they were socially, academically, and/or financially marginalized as children and were outcasts. Some even remember being beaten up by their Black or Latino peers, a narrative that positions themselves as part of a marginalized group.3 Most did not like school. Many, though not all, are survivors of hardships like long-term sexual abuse, parental neglect, poverty, military service in war zones, disability, or life-threatening illnesses. They take pride in what they can from these experiences: they were tough, they survived, and they did so, supposedly, without any special favors and without complaint—relying on personal responsibility alone.

A disproportionate share of motivated acquitters grew up with family members who worked in the military or security industries,4 sectors that uphold the values of personal responsibility, toughness, and hard work without complaint. Many motivated acquitters themselves work in manufacturing, construction, transportation, and other places where toughness is valued.5 They also live in places and hold identities for which toughness is esteemed. More are rural than urban; more are the children of high school–educated rather than college-educated parents; and for motivated acquitters on racism, more are Southern than Northern. More are also men than women, but the difference isn’t pronounced. While it may surprise some readers that some women consistently acquit interactions and institutions of sexism, for women who see their economic interests, status, or ability to be stay-at-home mothers as dependent on men, such acquitting is common and has a long history.6

Lisa is representative of motivated acquitters. She’s a tall fifty-nine-year-old woman with short, dyed red hair; fake eyelashes that she removes during the interview; and multiple tattoos. She considers herself a Republican. She hated Obama, seeing him as fanning the flames of racism, and deeply supports Trump, who she sees as quelling racism and sexism. She used to watch FOX News before, as she says, George Soros took it over and made it too liberal.a1 She later quit watching the news altogether because she yelled at the television too much, scaring her dogs.

Lisa has values and life experiences typical of motivated acquitters. Her father was a high school graduate who worked in the Air Force before becoming a police chief. She was close to him but did not live with him. Instead, Lisa grew up with her mother, a homemaker with an associate’s degree, and her stepfather, a man who sexually abused her for fourteen years. While it was happening, she never told or complained to anyone; it came to light when Lisa’s brother walked in to see it. Her mother kicked Lisa’s stepfather out of the house for two weeks, but he returned and resumed the abuse. Lisa later married five times and was abused by several of her husbands. She also fell into poverty and public housing for a time but returned to school to take classes and find a better job, doing so even though she hated the academic and social aspects of school. She believes she pulled herself out of poverty and into a steady secretarial job; she also worked as a correctional officer in a prison, where she was proud that she could hold her own when fights broke out. She has no patience for people who complain rather than being tough, working hard, and pulling themselves up by their bootstraps in what she believes is our fair and meritocratic country. Indeed, she sees opportunities as open to everyone, regardless of their race and gender. As she says: “Everybody, for the most part, gets the same chance. You all get to go to school. You all get to make something of your life. It’s what you choose to do with it.”7

Ray is typical of motivated acquitters as well. He’s a tall, plump, fifty-eight-year-old grant writer who grew up wanting to join the military but whose eyesight prevented it. He reports being marginalized as a kid: “I had a very unpleasant experience in school. I felt alienated a lot of the time.” He tells us about growing up being hurt by a Black peer and positions himself as the tough one who took him on: “There were a couple of guys that I got to know that happen to be Black, and one of whom was a real bully, and the other guy was really cool, and he became a very good friend. The bully and I used to go at it because I was not one to be bullied.” He is proud that although life was difficult, he still made it through.

As an adult, Ray follows politics and adamantly takes a side. “I’m going to go up there [to a rally] in support of our president,” he says about Donald Trump. “Say what you will about his lack of discretion and his temperament, but he’s right far more than he’s wrong. He and his administration are exposing the abuses of what I consider to be the worst president and the worst administration in the history of the country. . . . [Obama] was a corrosive influence in this country.” Partisan media reinforces his views. He watches FOX News’s Tucker Carlson, who he sees as a “clear-eyed,” fair thinker, and also gets his news from the National Review, RealClearPolitics, and the Drudge Report. To him, MSNBC, a liberal station, “spews nothing but nonsense.”

And he believes there is now little sexism and racism, that claims about them are overblown: “I think we’ve made a lot of progress, Betsy. I know there are people since I was a kid pushing for the ERA [Equal Rights Amendment], but I don’t understand why we need it because I think, policy wise, we’ve established that you cannot discriminate based on sex, age, sexual orientation, race, creed. That was sixty years ago now. I’m watching what’s going on here with this whole George Floyd thing, and I think it’s 1960s nostalgia, frankly, the whole protest movement. Because we got a lot established back in the 1960s, the Voting Rights Act, the Fair Housing Act, the Civil Rights Act, all under the Johnson administration, God bless him.”a2 When Betsy says to him, “It sounds like you feel like it’s not a sexist or racist society,” Ray responds by reiterating his point that these issues are exaggerated: “I believe those elements exist, but it’s just not as predominant as the culture would have us believe, or the media, certainly.”

Dawn is also a typical motivated acquitter. She is an avid Republican and a Trump supporter. She answers many questions by telling us what Republicans and Democrats think, and she defends some of her positions by saying that Black Republicans agree with her. She gets her news from right-wing commentators Ben Shapiro, Dan Bongino, and Dave Rubin, as well as from FOX News and Yahoo News.

Like other conservatives, Dawn believes racism and sexism are minor issues that are now exaggerated. She says of racism: “There’s the whole movement from the Democrat liberals who say there’s tons of racism in our country. Then, those of us on the conservative Republican side say, ‘No, there’s not.’” She believes the same about sexism: “I don’t honestly see it as a big problem in the United States.” She gets angry when people tell her that she can’t have an opinion because she’s white or when people tell men that they can’t have an opinion on gender issues like abortion. In fact, she gets angry when she talks about racism and sexism generally. As she tells us at the end of the interview, “I’m a very opinionated person. I’m definitely a little bit more heated right now than when we started. My body, I am having a reaction.”

Dawn also grew up with values and experiences associated with becoming a motivated acquitter. She’s the daughter of a state trooper with an associate’s degree and a mother with a high school degree. She remembers her mother working three jobs and teaching her to be tough and her dad teaching her to be strong. She grew up in a small, rural town, where she attended a school she disliked and where saw herself as an outsider; she was one of the poorer students, shunned by the rich and popular bullies. After high school, she went to college for criminal justice but was told: “Girls can’t be cops; you shouldn’t be in here. This isn’t for you.” She left, dashing her dreams of working in law enforcement, a decision she holds herself responsible for decades later: “I got pushed out, which I still regret to say that I let that happen.” She turned to working as a mental health counselor at an in-patient psychiatric ward before becoming a stay-at-home mother. She now has two children and one stepchild; one of her children is transgender.

Lisa, Ray, and Dawn aren’t the only motivated acquitters who tend to see racism and sexism as overblown. Stan, a computer programmer who gets his news from Twitchy, a provocative right-wing site, shares: “I think that there’s not nearly as much racism as what the news would make you think.” Jack, the truck driver and veteran we met in chapter 1, agrees. Talking of racism, he says: “I don’t think it’s as bad as what it’s made to be.” Becky, a conservative woman in an interracial marriage with a husband who works in the film industry, makes the same point: “In the movies, they like to portray [racism]. It projects what the writer wants to project but not necessarily what’s really going on in society. Most of the films, they’re just promoting an agenda and magnifying it more than what it really is.” Motivated acquitters feel the same about sexism. Marc, a Republican marketer who watches FOX News, says of sexism: “I don’t think sexism is as bad as people make it out to be.” Robert, a military veteran, says the same: “When you get into politics, sexism, all that stuff. Sure, I probably see it, hear about it, but I don’t really see it in what I call the real world.”

Other motivated acquitters also share Lisa, Ray, and Dawn’s values: one should accept that life is difficult, be tough, and not complain. These values are wrapped up in their broad beliefs about racism and sexism: there’s too much complaining about non-issues, and people are too sensitive these days. Nico, a motivated acquitter and avid partisan news consumer, tells us he values not complaining: “Everybody’s got an issue. Everybody’s got a problem. When we were coming up, we kept our mouth shut.” He applies this view to race and gender issues, saying of racial issues: “You got all these people who’ve got many grievances, and especially some of these young people, come on. I was even hearing some older Black people say, ‘What grievance do you have? We grew up in the sixties, we had some legitimate grievances with civil rights. What’s your beef at seventeen years old? What’s your problem?’” Jennie, a Republican who recently started watching Newsmax and who has lived through several traumas, also values not complaining: “We need thicker skin as a society. I don’t want to say we have to accept stuff, but we need to not be so offended that the sky is blue every day because unfortunately, that’s just what it is. I would love to see a purple sky or a pink sky, but sometimes that’s just what it is.” Jack, who experienced many hardships, agreed: “Everybody’s offended about anything somebody says. Well, guess what? If it hurts your feelings, move on. You’ll live. You’re not going to die from it. Take a step off.”

Research on motivated reasoning tells us that people interpret new situations in ways that prove themselves right, and those who feel like members of a team and who have strong beliefs do so more than others.8 Motivated acquitters feel allegiance to a political team, and their partisan news sources tell them what beliefs to reinforce: racism against people of color and sexism against women are exaggerated. Their values tell them that those who complain are in the wrong, and their narratives of marginalization and hardship incentivize them to keep positioning themselves as the victims.9 As we will see, they contort ideas and evidence to turn what they see into what they believe. In doing so, they nearly always acquit, dismissing nonproblems and real problems alike.


It’s Not Racist, It’s a Fact: Motivated Definitions

Motivated acquitters believe that racism and sexism are rare and exaggerated. They constrict the definitions of racism and sexism beyond most acquitters’ already narrow focus on intent, making their definitions so restrictive that acquitting white people and men often becomes the only option.




It’s Not Racist or Sexist If It’s True

To motivated acquitters, true statements cannot be racist or sexist. What they believe to be true is not necessarily so.



We asked respondents about Donald Trump’s statement: “When Mexico sends its people, they’re not sending their best. . . . They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists. And some, I assume, are good people.” Most motivated acquitters believe that this statement is factual and therefore not racist. Dawn explains: “They’re not sending their best over. The people that have money stay in Mexico or Honduras or El Salvador. The people that don’t work, they’re coming over. Some are good people, and some are not good people, and that’s been proven in the amount of crime that has come over.”a3 Jason also believes the statement is not racist because it is true: “That the ones coming over here illegally, they’re not coming over alone. They’re being brought over by coyotes. Coyotes are known to be rapists and murderers. And that’s what he said. Rapists and murderers are coming over here. It’s not wrong. He didn’t say they were all rapists and murderers.”a4 Nico is a conservative who keeps FOX News, Rush Limbaugh, Howie Carr, or Michael Savage on when he is home. Fired up, he lays out the same point: “Unfortunately, a lot of them are illegal immigrants who commit a lot of crimes. He was speaking the truth, and even though it was an uncomfortable truth, it’s still the truth, and I don’t think it was racist.”b5

Nick, a military veteran, cancer survivor, conservative, and FOX News watcher who works in building maintenance, adds that Donald Trump’s other statements are not racist because they are true, including his statements that Baltimore is “rat-infested” and Haiti is a “shithole.” Nick explains that the truth cannot be racist: “He made a comment about Baltimore being a shithole. He was called racist for saying that, even though if you’ve been to Baltimore, you know what he said is true. It was a shame.” Nick continues: “Haiti is a shithole. I’ve been to third-world countries. I’ve spent eight months in the Philippines and watched people crap in a toilet, pour water in the back, just to have it run out the wall and into the ditch on the side of the street. So, yeah, they are literally shitholes. That’s not the fault of the people. It just is what it is.” Jody, a medical biller who believes that Hillary Clinton kills and eats babies,c6 takes the same position about Donald Trump’s comment about Baltimore: “I don’t think it’s racist. Have you been to Baltimore lately? I went one time, and that was plenty for me. It is bad. Around the harbor, it’s pretty bad.”

Motivated acquitters, too, tell us that it’s not racist to say that Black people commit the most crimes because, to them, it’s true. Dawn tells a story about this point: “I said something like, ‘The problem in the Black community is the lack of fathers sticking around.’ Then, I went on to state that it’s been proven that when Black fathers are not in the home, you have a higher chance of growing up to commit crimes. And they’re like, ‘That’s completely racist.’ I’m like, ‘Is it?’ . . . I look at the statistics on it and then it’s, ‘Okay, it’s not racist.’ It’s a fact. It is a fact. It is not racist.”a7 Similarly, Fred, a conservative who spent some time homeless as a child, remembers being ridiculed for being white in a mostly Black neighborhood, and he now lives in a neighborhood where he feels unsafe. He argues that it’s not racist for police officers to be more afraid of Black people than white people because, he believes, it’s true that Black people commit more crimes.b8

Motivated acquitters also say that negative statements or policies about women are not sexist if they are true. Becky, an insurance company supervisor whose relatives work in the secret service and homeland security, who applied to become a secret service agent herself, and who is a regular BBC and FOX News consumer, claims that keeping women out of some military roles is not sexist but based on facts: “Women are just so wannabe, ‘I can do everything.’ Not everybody can do everything. I’m sorry. If a woman can pass the same physical standards as a man in the military, I have no problem with her fighting. . . . When you’re talking about somebody [carrying] an 80-pound pack, that’s hard for a woman to do.” Jack, whom we introduced in chapter 1, is a high school dropout who grew up in a children’s home, served in the military, became a truck driver, and is now considering a late-in-life career in criminal justice. He makes the same point about Donald Trump’s famous statement: “When you’re a star, they let you do it. You can do anything. . . . Grab ’em by the pussy. You can do anything.” To Jack, this statement is not sexist because it is true: “He made a comment about famous people. You can walk up to a woman and grab her, whatever they want, and get away with it. Well, think about it. They can. They do. It happens. . . . What he said was true. Rich people, powerful people, can do things they get away with.”a9


It’s Not Racist if No One Is Harmed

Several motivated acquitters tell us that for something to count as racist or sexist, it must inflict harm. This harm must be severe enough to hurt people with thick skin.10 Thus, Thomas, a conservative and self-described slumlord and junk dealer who enjoys dressing up as Santa Claus at Christmas, says about whether Confederate statues are racist: “I’ve never seen a 150-year-old statue hurt anybody.” Nick, a veteran who says he is racist to his half-Asian sons to toughen them up, agrees: “If a statue hurts you in some way, shape, or form, I feel you really need to get over it. It’s an object.”11



Motivated acquitters also think that incidents should not count as sexist if no one gets hurt. Jennie’s daughter complains that her school’s dress code is stricter for boys than girls. Jennie, who was a teen mother and faced trauma herself, dismisses it because she doesn’t see how the dress code is harmful: “I don’t know that it’s sexist. What’s a big deal to some and what’s a big deal to me could be two completely different things.” Nick, too, dismisses sexism when no one gets hurt. Talking about Donald Trump’s insults for women, he says that they are not sexist: “because I don’t see how that negatively affects her other than mentally. I don’t think it would stop that woman from getting a job.” Lisa, who has experienced many traumas and tells us that she’s had to toughen up, says her coworkers call her a bitch because she has “a bitchy look.” She says their comments are not sexist because they do not harm her.12 In fact, she reports telling them, “Well, thanks for letting me know.”


It’s Not Racist or Sexist if the Victim Is to Blame

Motivated acquitters tend to say that an incident is not racist or sexist if the person harmed could have avoided the situation by behaving differently. For instance, to motivated acquitters, police shootings are not racist if the victim could have avoided the situation. And they believe that the victim usually could have avoided it. Thomas explains his view: “Take some of these things where it shows cops taking down somebody. Next thing you know, there’s a lawsuit going on. And all these people see it, but it doesn’t say why the cop took that guy to start with. Because they told him to stop and he didn’t stop. If they had listened to him to begin with, it wouldn’t have been a problem.” Lisa, whose father was a police chief, says the same: “All these Black kids that are getting shot by police and whatnot. You know what? They were robbing somebody. They were carjacking somebody. They were breaking the law.” Talking of police shootings, Jack, who tells us that what makes him most proud is that he’s survived, blames the victims too: “I think a lot of it could be caused by the individuals themselves.”a10



Motivated acquitters also tend to blame women for being sexually harassed, assaulted, and scrutinized. Jack believes women are at fault when they are raped because they could get away from a man if they wanted: “I’m sorry, but if you’re having normal sex with a girl and she’s got legs, she can kick your face if she doesn’t want it done.” He even argues that all women could get away from professional boxer Mike Tyson. We also ask respondents if the situation between Monica Lewinsky and Bill Clinton should be viewed as sexual harassment. Although most motivated acquitters are partisan conservatives, most defend Democratic president Bill Clinton and blame Monica Lewinsky. To them, she is at fault because she slept with the president to gain bragging rights. Similarly, some argue that it is not sexist for commentators to talk more about female politicians’ clothes than male politicians’ clothes. It is the women’s fault for dressing in ways that capture others’ attention.


It’s Not Racist or Sexist if One Person in a Group Has Made It

Motivated acquitters tend to tell us that racism and sexism do not exist if a single group member has reached the top of the income distribution or their profession. Lisa tells us why she thinks there is little racism: “If you look in society, you see all these Black people, Hispanic people that are millionaires. They’ve made it. They’ve come from the projects. They’ve come from low-income families.” Nico makes the same point: “You can make the argument, why are there so many successful Black families in the country? They’re doing something right. If this was a racist country, no Blacks would be allowed to be successful.” Ray says, “You have people like Carly Fiorina in HP, you know? Who’s the lady who’s running Google or Amazon now? I can’t think of her name. There are plenty of women out there.” Nick says the same: “There’s not a job that a man does that a woman doesn’t do. . . . I mean, there’s women reffing in the NFL now.”a11 Speaking of her sons’ fire academy training, Jody also suggests that one person making it proves the lack of sexism: “The boys had a female in their fire academy, so they’re all for equality.”



Thus, motivated acquitters narrow their definitions of racism and sexism in even more ways than only considering negative intent. Many of their restrictions uphold their values of toughness and taking responsibility without complaint. But their restrictions also narrow their definitions so much that they are bound to find what they already believe: racism and sexism are incredibly rare.


“They’re Using It as a Weapon”: Reverse Racism and Other Counteraccusations

When we ask acquitters if something is racist or sexist, they tend to take a detective’s investigative approach and focus on the accused’s intent. However, when motivated acquitters examine others’ accusations of racism and sexism, they abandon their investigative approach and do not try to discern the accuser’s intent. Instead, they pattern-match and counteraccuse the accuser. They see accusers as fitting a pattern: accusers are people or groups who invent allegations of racism and sexism to serve their own agenda. They then dismiss their accusations out of hand and accuse the accuser of malintent. Instead of acting like careful detectives, they act like advocates for the defense.



This approach fits their predilections. The people and groups making accusations are ones they typically distrust, including the media, politicians, and liberals of various sorts.13 These groups claim racism and sexism are common when motivated acquitters believe them to be rare, and they make accusations using algorithmic methods that motivated acquitters do not see as valid. And not only do these accusations seem false to them, but they go against their moral code: everyone should be tough and avoid complaining, including by claiming racism or sexism occurred. Moreover, liberals’ accusations of racism also position Black people as marginalized, countering motivated acquitters’ belief that they are the ones who have been cast out and treated wrongly. Not trusting the messenger, message, or morals behind the message, they dismiss all evidence brought by accusers, all while counteraccusing—saying that accusers and their allies are up to no good. As motivated acquitters are more likely to respond to others’ accusations than to be asked to judge themselves whether an incident is racist or sexist, their counteraccusals play a central role in how they make judgment calls.

Motivated acquitters tend to dismiss politicians’ and journalists’ accusations of racism and sexism, believing they use accusations to divide Americans, help themselves stay in power, or stay rich.14 Framing these sources as not credible, motivated acquitters dismiss their evidence of racism or sexism without investigating their claims on a case-by-case basis. Jason dismisses politicians’ and the media’s claims about the existence of racism and sexism by assuming that all politicians and journalists lie: “I think they’re trying to keep us separate, and I think they’re trying to keep us at each other. Like if we ever came together, they wouldn’t be able to control us the way they do. I really, really, truly believe that. [They’re trying to prevent us from] coming together and seeing how greasy and corrupt all the politicians are.” Talking about accusations of racism and sexism, Robert, a college-educated military veteran who works as a marketer in the construction industry, makes the same point: “To be honest again, politics, media, those two are just always trying to force whatever agenda and whatever that agenda originates from. It seems it all originates out of the same circles every time. Really, I think what it is just the opportunity to try and pit everybody against each other.”15 Ed also dismisses accusations of racism and sexism that come from politicians, the media, and other accusers, not bothering to take each on a case-by-case basis as he assumes all are in the wrong:

Politicians play this game, of course, and big businessmen and foundations: the more they get people divided over this stuff, it gets the heat off them. People pay attention to all this stuff and they get to continue to do whatever they want. . . . The divide between the rich and the poor is bigger than it’s been probably since the Gilded Age or more. This is sort of a little dead end to keep people focused on and get the heat off them, but I think it’s going to fail because I think people mostly aren’t buying into it. They have plenty of money to push this stuff from every angle in the media . . . because otherwise we’re getting to a point where people are going to seek economic reform. I’ve read that the average working person’s basically been standing still for the last forty years, so they don’t want people to talk about that, but they do want to divide and say, “Oh, white people shouldn’t elect Black people,” and this and that, and just divide people.

Many motivated acquitters also accuse social movements of inventing claims of racism and sexism to push their agenda. They then do not take their claims seriously or evaluate their claims on a case-by-case basis but reflexively dismiss them. For instance, Ray angrily dismisses the accusations of racism made by Black Lives Matter, counteraccusing that they are in the wrong: “It’s a severe overreaction that advances an agenda that is really, at its heart, designed to overthrow how our society is established.” Becky also dismisses Black Lives Matter’s claims of racism, seeing them as part of a “socialist” agenda: “There aren’t as many Black people innocently shot as there are white.a12 It’s hypersensitive, and it’s being used as a weapon to change the political fabric and social fabric of the country . . . moving it towards a more socialist and not a capitalist society.” Likewise, Becky dismisses women’s claims that abortion is sexist as she assumes the pro-choice movement invents accusations for their gain: “I think women are using it and they’re accusing people of sexism just because they might not agree with their position on it. They’re using it as a weapon.”

Many motivated acquitters also issue counteraccusations against liberal movements’ leaders, seeing them as in the wrong. To them, these movement leaders are greedy opportunists out for their own gain. They then dismiss their accusations of racism and sexism out of hand, relinquishing the need to examine the details of each claim. Alice, a nearly sixty-year-old waitress raised by an alcoholic and abusive mother and a drug-addicted father, dismisses civil rights activists’ judgment calls by assuming that they invent them for their own gain: “Al Sharpton and Jesse Jackson, they’re not happy, and they’re not making money unless there’s shit going on. So of course they want to stir the pot every chance they get. Yeah. Cause that’s how they are able to live in million-dollar homes.” Nick dismisses Colin Kaepernick’s accusations of racism for the same reason: “I don’t believe his reasoning for kneeling was what he said it was. I think it was to draw attention to himself. He made a lot of money off taking a knee.”a13

Motivated acquitters also assume that individual Black and Latino people issue accusations for their own gain: to save face or get ahead. In doing so, they make blanket statements about accusers rather than seeing each case on its own terms and investigating the facts, an approach that enables them to disregard evidence put forward by accusers. Jody assumes that Black people use accusations of racism as an excuse: “If somebody don’t get their way, they use that, throw that out there as it being racism.” Lisa also sees each accuser as inventing claims: “‘They won’t let me do this because I’m Black’, or ‘I can’t get a job because I’m Black. I can’t go to school because I’m Black.’ That’s crap.”a14 Nico shares the same view: “Let’s not use race as an excuse to why you’re not getting it done.” Jack sees individual accusers in the same light, saying this of people of color: “I think a lot of it is used to get their own way.”16

Many motivated acquitters also see women as inventing accusations of sexism to save face or get ahead and therefore dismiss their accusations out-of-hand. Without considering specific cases, Ray assumes that women make accusations of sexism to help themselves: “To be sexist means to use that coercively, okay? To use that in a manner that is not cooperative but coercive. To try to get an angle, to try to get an edge.” Robert generalizes about accusers of sexism too: “I think sexism, a lot of this is a way that people use to control, to say ‘You can’t tell me what to do. I have this classification.’” Jack also sees accusations of sexism as excuses, saying so about all women rather than focusing on individual accusers: “You ladies can succeed. I get tired of hearing people complaining about, ‘Oh, well, we can’t get ahead. We can’t do that.’ Go to school, get a job, do something. Get off your ass.”

Female motivated acquitters use similar language to dismiss sexism, even those who have suffered from terrible mistreatment by men. To Becky, who believes she was denied a job due to being a woman, sexism is usually an excuse that accusers make up to save face: “As far as I’m concerned, sexism is like, ‘Oh, you can’t do the job because you’re a woman.’ No, you can’t do the job because you can’t do the job.” Lisa, a survivor of childhood sexual abuse and repeated domestic violence, concurs. Speaking of sexism, she says: “I think it’s crap. I really do. Women will be out there saying, ‘I didn’t get this job because my boss is sexist.’b15 Well, maybe you just weren’t good enough, and the same for men.”

Motivated acquitters tend to dismiss individual women’s claims of sexual harassment as well. Many see false accusations as common, used by women for their own gain. Megyn, a teacher who grew up caring for her sick father, believes that women try to get sexually harassed to get rich from a lawsuit or a book deal. Thomas dismisses women who bring charges of sexual harassment too, assuming they have hidden motives: “I think there’s a lot of women blow it up just to make a name.”

In many cases, motivated acquitters’ counteraccusations take the form of charging others with reverse racism. These counteraccusations are not against a particular person or group’s accusation of racism or sexism but against a liberal worldview that sees white people and men as the perpetrators rather than the victims of racism and sexism. They are not the only respondents to make such counteraccusations, but they do so more vehemently and often than others. For example, some of our interviews took place in the summer of 2020, after George Floyd was killed by a Minneapolis police officer and when a record-setting number of Americans participated in Black Lives Matter (BLM) protests.17 Several motivated acquitters position these groups as racist; they fit their definitions of intentionally and explicitly favoring one group, and they see them as harmful and excluding all members of some groups. Jennie tells us: “When you see these movements like Black Lives Matter, they make you feel bad for being white. Their agenda is to suppress the white people, but it wasn’t okay to suppress Black people, and they’re portraying that it’s okay to suppress white people . . . The organization, Black Lives Matter, I think it’s racist, personally. Everybody’s lives matter.”a16 Dawn agrees: “Black Lives Matter is racist. They’re asking white people to bow to you. I’m sorry, but that’s racism. If a white person asks a Black person to do that, it would be blatant racism. It’s the same thing.” Lisa also counteraccuses BLM, calling them racist: “I mean, they are the ones that are fanning the flames for racism. If you want to stop the racism, then include everybody. In your little group there, include everybody in it. Get with the white people and say, ‘All right, what can we do to make it better?’ Get with the Black people. Get with the Hispanic people. Don’t sit there and say, ‘Blacks only,’ because that’s racist.”

When we prompt them to tell us about times they’ve witnessed racism and sexism, they also tend to tell us about the reverse racism and sexism they’ve seen. Alice is one of the counteraccusers who claims that racism goes in the opposite direction more than is often claimed. She tells us, “The Black Miss America is racist. BET [Black Entertainment Television] is racist. Any of those things that you cannot be white and be a part of is racist.” Lisa also counter-accuses by saying there is racism against white people: “They have Black awards shows. They have Black music shows. They have Black colleges. What would happen if we had a white college? What would happen if we had a white awards show? If you don’t want racism, get rid of it.”a17 Megyn makes a similar point, counteraccusing against the dominant narrative that white wealthy students are privileged: “I see it in education a lot with the kids that I tutor, my high school kids going to college. Sometimes being the white boy or girl from a wealthy suburban family is not going to help you. Someone who’s less qualified but is a diverse student would get in over another student because the school needs to fill a quota. They may not admit it, but they want to have a different percentage of nationalities or races. I feel like that in itself is reverse [racism].”b18

Less commonly, motivated acquitters point to reverse sexism, counteraccusing against the liberal position that women are disadvantaged by sexism. They again point to policies and practices that meet their definition, ones that are intentional, explicit, and harmful. For example, Robert, who went through a messy divorce and lost custody of his daughter, says, “The court system just takes preference to the woman. That’s sexism on its own.”a19 Nick lists several policies that fit his definition of sexism, all against men: “I think lowering the standards in the military to allow women to meet certain MOS [military occupational specialty] is sexist, but it’s not sexist against women, it’s sexist against the man” because it puts men’s lives in jeopardy. He also sees another practice as sexist against men: “I think abortion is sexist. The fact that a woman can walk into an abortion agency and kill the offspring without the man, I think it’s sexist. I had just as much input in making that child as she did.”b20

Of course, in seeing reverse racism and sexism, they simultaneously deny that white people and men have more opportunities. Focusing on explicit rules that exclude people due to their race or gender rather than more subtly produced unequal opportunities, they ignore that most award shows are predominately white;c21 that some colleges remain 99% white;d22 that wealthy white children receive advantages in college admissions through legacy programs, developmental admissions, and having more resources that raise their likelihood of admission;18 that Black Lives Matter includes activists of all races;19 and that relatively few men take the majority of responsibility for their children.20 Instead, they draw on imaginary straw men to help prove their point.

Using especially narrow definitions of racism and sexism, dismissing each accusation out of hand, and counteraccusing each accuser and the liberal zeitgeist, motivated acquitters are sure to reach conclusions that supports their existing beliefs: cases of racism and sexism against people of color and women are exaggerated and should be dismissed; they themselves are the marginalized people; and politicians, the media, and liberals cannot be trusted.


What Can Be Done: Stop Making Accusations

We ask motivated acquitters how to end racism and sexism. To them, the question is wrong, as racism and sexism are already in the past. What must stop, they say, are excuses and accusations.



Asked for his solution to racism, Jack asserts that racism would end if people stopped making allegations of racism: “If people would stop using race as a way to get out of something, I think that people that are really treated bad would get better looked upon.” Nico agrees. To end racism and sexism, people need to stop making unfounded accusations: “If somebody is a victim of sexism or racism, it’s absolutely wrong, but let’s not call it sexism and racism when it’s really not. I think that’s a lot bigger problem because I think that’s what’s going on in a lot of ways today.” Asked how racism could end, Lisa also points to ending false allegations: “Stop using it as a crutch. Just stop using it as a crutch. If something happens, don’t let them say, ‘It’s ’cause I’m Black. It’s because I’m Hispanic.’ No!” Asked how to end sexism, she shares the same opinion:

Stop pitting them against each other. Just stop. Don’t sit there and say, “Oh, you can’t do this because you’re a woman, or you can’t do this.” Like I say, base it on what you can actually do. If you’re qualified for the job, then do it. Don’t sit there and say, ‘Oh, it’s always women that get raped.’ It’s men too. ‘Oh, it’s always women that get beat up.’ It’s men too. I’ve been raped. I’ve been molested. I’ve been beat up. I’ve been through all of that crap. And it happens to other genders. It’s not gender specific. But you can’t just sit there and be able to go blame anybody at any time because you’re pissed off.

Thomas and Dawn agree that the way to end racism and sexism is to end accusations of them, and ask the media, in particular, to stop. Thomas shares: “I think the news blows up a lot of stuff. Every time some racial tension or anything like that pops up, the news makes a big deal out of it. Kind of fans the flames and everybody starts going in. I think with less news coverage, they’d have less problems.” Dawn agrees: “I think the media is a big problem too. I think if the media could just take a step back and talk about needing a dialogue versus attacking. Some people’s defense is up. If one person screams or yelling at you, it just shuts the other side down, or they just didn’t want to hear it.”

Still, motivated acquitters aren’t sure that this goal can be met. Megyn answers our question of how to get rid of sexism by telling us that we can’t because there will always be unnecessary accusations: “People like to be the martyr. People like to be the victim sometimes. Sometimes it gets them ahead in life in terms of being able to sue someone.”

However, even while arguing against issuing accusations, many motivated acquitters do call out and stand up against the limited amount of racism that they see. Indeed, Alice took in two of her Black friends’ children after one child’s mother was incarcerated and the other child’s mother became addicted to drugs. One of the girls lived with Alice from when she was six to seventeen years old. When her friend’s child moved in, Alice’s mother said she would not visit if a Black child was in the house. Alice saw her mother as racist and chose the child over her mother. Similarly, Lisa angrily told her ex-mother-in-law that she was being racist when she told Lisa’s daughter that she shouldn’t date Black men; Lisa had dated outside of her race and told her daughter to date whomever she wanted. And, Nick stood up to a stranger who mocked his wife for being Asian, identifying the man as being racist.

In addition to showing that motivated acquitters do accuse others of racism, these stories provide evidence against other myths. Coupled with their reports of positive relationships with people of color, their stories of standing up to racism (and, to a lesser degree, sexism) show that their general tendency to minimize racism and sexism are not necessarily manifestations of hate or antagonism toward particular groups. Their propensity to acquit is also not necessarily driven by self-interest—at least not self-interest as convictors would define it. After all, motivated acquitters who are white women tend to use the same definitions and methods for considering racism and sexism as men do, even though some would say it’s in their interest to downplay racism and play up sexism. Instead, it is possible that motivated acquitters are interested in ridding the world of racism and sexism, but their definitions and approach leave them seeing little racism against people of color and sexism against women.


Prejudicial Jurors: Ruling for the Defense

Motivated acquitters’ methods of making judgment calls are at odds with our goal of reducing race and gender inequities. When these conservative news watchers and Trump supporters hear others’ accusations of racism and sexism, they use especially narrow definitions of racism and sexism, dismiss evidence that counters their preestablished views, and counteraccuse those who complain. Their especially narrow definitions of racism and sexism do not allow them to see inequalities that favor white people and men. Their knee-jerk dismissals of others’ accusations mean they never entertain the idea that some accusations are credible. They also draw from some false or overstated patterns, leading them to believe the world is less accommodating to white people and men than is true. Their narrow definitions, dismissal of counterevidence, and quick counteraccusals rig most trials; whether the evidence supports it or not, they repeatedly acquit.



Together, these definitions and methods affirm what they already believe. Their narrow definitions, knee-jerk dismissal of others’ evidence, and tendency to let their perceived expectations about accusers’ motivations overshadow evidence from each case allows them to see each situation as not racist and not sexist, proving to themselves that racism and sexism are indeed exaggerated, except for the reverse type—just as their political leaders claim. Their counteraccusals remind them they are good people who do not complain, unlike others who use complaints to their advantage. Their dismissal of others’ unequal treatment also highlights their own marginalization and victimhood. Their tendency to assume without evidence that judgment calls by the media, politicians, and left-leaning individuals and groups are false reinforces their belief that these groups can’t be trusted. Their framing of people of color and women’s accusations of racism and sexism as face-saving excuses also reinforces their belief that we live in a meritocracy and that any who fall behind don’t work hard or play by the rules. Their judgment calls also justify white people’s central roles in our society and traditional gender roles, which some motivated acquitters may prefer. They seem not to realize that they’ve framed situations to see what they want to see, that they break their moral code by complaining to us about complainers, or that they position themselves as victims despite claiming to be fed up with victims.

Motivated acquitters’ habit of seeing what they believe causes damage. Their judgment calls are often wrong. After all, given that social scientists have observed many patterns of unequal treatment, any definition and method that denies that such a large swath of cases are racist and sexist is bound to miss many true generators of unfair inequalities. They then allow mistreatment and unequal treatment to continue, making life harder for people of color and women. Using definitions and methods that do so much to narrow what counts as racist or sexist, they also see the playing field as now tilted against white people and men, and some call for rollbacks of measures meant to grant people of color and women more equal opportunities. Repeatedly and loudly announcing that this, that, and the next thing aren’t racist or sexist, they also spread an unsupported message that racism and sexism against people of color and women are not problems. This message makes it harder for others to act and to rectify the many unfair inequalities that remain. Overall, their judgment calls impede progress toward a more level playing field.

Of course, motivated acquitters don’t see things this way. Some tell us that they’ve been called racist or been criticized for their gender views. They frame these accusations as confusing or wrong; to them, they are rational truth-tellers, unafraid to stand up to an increasingly politically correct and sensitive culture. Their definitions and methods rationalize this conclusion while making it difficult for them to see their role in abetting the harms committed against people of color and women. They don’t see that others make accusations against them because they so often deny or justify documented inequalities, repeat some “truths” that aren’t true, and claim that groups that, on average, have more advantages are victims instead. They don’t see that their assumption that people of color and women could have avoided harmful situations is often incorrect, don’t realize how they minimize obstacles to opportunity by claiming that if one person of color or woman has made it then all can, don’t contend with how their dismissal of symbolic and low-level harms comes across as uncaring, and don’t acknowledge that framing the real problem as too many accusations rather than racism and sexism themselves prioritizes white people and men over people of color and women. In short, their motivated reasoning blinds them not only to the harms that people of color and women endure but also to their role in reproducing those harms.

Still, like many analyses of society, theirs is not entirely wrong. There is a history of political elites using racism and allegations of it to divide the working class,21 and it’s possible that’s continuing today. Depending on what one values, there are some ways that men are disadvantaged compared to women, even if most inequalities harm women more: on average, men have less time with their children, more often fight in wars, and are often employed in more dangerous and physically demanding jobs.22 It’s also likely that our motivated acquitters were marginalized as children, even if not because of their race and gender. Some faced real and severe problems, ones that deserve just as much attention as racism and sexism, like childhood sexual abuse, assault, homelessness, PTSD, and war injuries. It is useful to have some Americans highlighting these problems, as they must be rectified too.

Regardless, in terms of their judgment calls, they are too in the pocket of defendants to produce fair trials, too invested in repeating the false belief that racism and sexism are no longer real problems, and too biased for us to endorse any of their definitions or methods. The group we’ll meet next, motivated convictors, also uses definitions and methods that produce unfair trials, ones that put them on the side of prosecutors rather than defense attorneys. But their motivated reasoning begins from a more accurate base, allowing them to do more to identify inequalities.


Notes

a1 Background fact: George Soros’s Open Society Foundations have been the subject of conspiracy theories by right-wing media and politicians. Soros is a Jewish philanthropist, and the content of the attacks is similar to the old myth that Jewish bankers are intent on world domination. Soros has no affiliation with FOX News (Alba 2020).



a2 Background fact: While Ray is correct that laws prohibit discrimination by race or gender, he is wrong about their impact. Discrimination continues to happen anyway (Azmat and Petrongolo 2014; Quillian et al. 2017).

a3 Background facts: People from Mexico who immigrate to America are generally not the worst off people in Mexico (Chiquiar and Hanson 2005; Feliciano 2005; Orrenius and Zavodny 2005). Immigrants, including those from Mexico, commit less crime than American-born citizens (Chalfin 2015; Orrenius and Zavodny 2019).

a4 Background fact: Some undocumented immigrants do arrive in the United States with the help of coyotes. Some coyotes are rapists and murderers, as Jason claims (Harp 2021).

b5 Background fact: Undocumented immigration does not increase violent crime (Gunadi 2021; Light and Miller 2018; Light, He, and Robey 2020).

c6 Background fact: This is a false QAnon conspiracy theory.

a7 Background fact: About one quarter of American children grow up with a single mother (Pearce et al. 2018). This number varies by race: in 2016, 18% of white children, 25% of Latino children, and 52% of Black children lived with a single mother (Pearce et al. 2018). However, it is difficult to determine whether living apart from one’s father causes some youth to engage in more crime. There is some evidence that this association is stronger for white than Black youth (Morenoff 2005).

b8 Background fact: People of color do not commit a disproportionate amount of all crimes. For instance, white people make up a disproportionate share of driving under the influence cases (US Department of Justice 2019). Black and white people are also equally likely to use drugs, and white people are more likely than Black people to sell drugs (Ingraham 2014; National Institute on Drug Abuse 2003). Black people do commit a disproportionate amount of murders and robberies, but the excess crimes are committed primarily in hot spots in high-poverty neighborhoods, not among the African American population as a whole. White-majority high-poverty neighborhoods also have elevated levels of crime (Office of Policy Development and Research 2016).

a9 Background fact: Jack is correct that rich and powerful people get away with more crimes than other people (Taub 2020).

a10 Background fact: Even when accounting for the circumstances of the shooting, police shoot Black people at higher rates than they shoot white people (Fagan and Campbell 2020).

a11 Background fact: As of 2021, two women had worked as NFL referees. In 2022, the number went up to three. There are 121 NFL referees in total (Conti 2022; National Football League 2023).

a12 Background fact: It is correct that more white people are shot by police. It is also true that larger proportions of Black people are shot by police (Edwards, Lee, and Esposito 2019).

a13 Background fact: In 2016, before his protest, Colin Kaepernick had a 14.3 million dollar contract in the NFL. He was then fired and lost his salary. He sued and received a settlement of less than $10 million, much of which went to lawyers, fees, and another player. He also received an endorsement deal from Nike rumored to pay $5 million per year (Arnold 2019). Assuming he would have played for several more years at a similar salary, it is likely that Kaepernick lost money by taking a knee.

a14 Background fact: Audit studies show that some employers discriminate against Black and Latino job candidates, making it harder for them to get jobs. When submitting the same application, white applicants receive 36% more callbacks than Black applicants and 24% more callbacks than Latino applicants (Quillian et al. 2017).

b15 Background fact: There is evidence that some employers favor men over women, even when they use the same application (for example, Rivera and Tilcsik 2016). However, for other jobs, there is evidence that women are favored over men (W. Williams and Ceci 2015).

a16 Background fact: None of Black Lives Matter demands include making white people feel bad for being white or asking whites to be subordinate to Blacks (https://m4bl.org/policy-platforms).

a17 Background fact: Eduardo Bonilla-Silva (2007) points out that the view that we don’t have white colleges may be related to the fact that we use the term “historically Black colleges and universities” but not “historically white colleges and universities.”

b18 Background fact: Universities are legally barred from using quotas. Before affirmative action was overturned, some took race into account, as well as whether students are athletes, legacies (having a parent or grandparent who attended the college), development cases (students’ whose families are positioned to make a large donation), and, sometimes, children of faculty. Most of these special considerations benefit white students more than Black students (Arcidiacono, Kinsler, and Random 2021; Espenshade and Radford 2009).

a19 Background fact: Mothers receive custody of their children more often than fathers (Cancian and Meyer 1998).

b20 Background fact: Nick is correct that fathers do not have a legal right to stop the mother from receiving an abortion (Bowman 2019).

c21 From 1900–2000, 95% of Oscar nominations went to white actors (The Economist 2016). White musicians also receive a disproportionate share of Grammy awards (Alcorn 2021; Asmelash 2023).

d22 Background fact: As noted in chapter 2, some universities are 99% white (Stebbins 2020).


FIVE

Motivated Convictors

“I Can’t Think of Any Examples, but I Feel Like It Happens All the Time”

As they answer our questions, motivated convictors sound confident and consistent: yes, they say, that is racist, and yes, that’s sexist too. Their confidence and consistency reflect how they make judgment calls. They use definitions and frame evidence to see what they are sure is true: that racism and sexism are everywhere.

Indeed, motivated convictors share a broad belief: racism against people of color and sexism against women are ubiquitous. Teresa, a motivated convictor, sees racism as pervasive: “There’s still a stunning amount of racism against particularly African American and Muslim, South Asian people.” Lawrence, a motivated convictor, shares the view that racism remains a pressing issue: “Some people say, ‘Oh, well, racism is not a major issue anymore.’ I think it is.” Scott makes the same point about sexism, saying that it’s all around us: “I think there’s still a remarkable difference between how women [and men] are treated. There’s still a lot of sexism in America.” Jeffrey, another motivated convictor, agrees: “I just think that there’s a white male machine, some of which is fueled by evangelical Christianity, that says that men hold the superior position in society. That’s really hard to break. As many strides have been made, it’s still prevalent.” Mindy shares motivated convictors’ view that racism and sexism are ubiquitous too: “I think everybody’s a little racist and everybody’s a little sexist.”

Motivated convictors also tend to be members of a political team that sees racism and sexism as major problems. In our sample, motivated convictors are nearly all liberals; most of the remainder are independents. Most pay close attention to the news and get it from left-wing and centrist sources that regularly report on racism and sexism, sources such as MSNBC, National Public Radio, the New York Times, and the Washington Post.

Most, too, are surrounded by other liberals and by liberal ideas about racism and sexism. Most reside in urban areas, and their particular towns and cities voted for Joe Biden over Donald Trump by twenty or more points in 2020. If they went to college, most majored in the humanities and social sciences, where exposure to liberal views is common.1 Many work in jobs that are dominated by liberals and in occupations that hold workshops about racism and sexism, such as social services, education, human resources, and health care.2

Four in ten share all those components of a liberal cultural environment (Democratic Party membership, left-leaning media sources, Democratic-voting town, and Democratic-leaning occupation). This is ten times the rate among motivated acquitters, three times the rate among moderate acquitters, and more than half again as much as moderate convictors. Some also seek out information about racism from progressive sources, reading books by Michelle Alexander, Ta-Nehisi Coates, Richard Rothstein, and others. (They less often report reading about sexism, though some describe themselves as feminists.)

Motivated convictors are also our group most likely to have grown up with two college-educated parents and, especially, to be college educated themselves. Indeed, four in five are college graduates.3 Their upbringings and education are associated with hearing about more liberal views on racism and sexism.4 They are the category most likely to be nonreligious too,5 so they aren’t getting competing views from conservative Christian denominations, though some belong to liberal religious denominations. Perhaps due to their childhood and current class positions, they are also the most likely to report having a smooth life: they enjoyed school, felt at home there, went to college and/or found a stable job, and experienced little trauma. They are sympathetic to those who have had harder lives than they have, and, picking up on the messages in their environment, see those with harder lives as mostly people of color and women.

In many ways, Jeffrey is a classic motivated convictor. He spent his life surrounded by liberal messages about racism and sexism. He was raised by a father who was a minister and missionary in a liberal church and a mother who was a nurse and then an upper-level hospital administrator. His parents were involved in the civil rights movement, and he considers them social justice activists and feminists. Jeffrey grew up in several big cities, moving around often but never feeling like an outsider; he now lives in a small, liberal Massachusetts town. As an adult, he earned an advanced degree in theology and became a minister in a liberal mainline Protestant denomination. Before becoming a minister, he took a graduate course on feminism, where he cried after learning about how often women are mistreated. He also participates in many church conversations about racial justice, which his church works to address. In addition, Jeffrey is a gay man, which he believes helps him understand discrimination. He shares: “I know what it is to be judged on factors that are just part of my person and my birth, like skin color or gender.” The messages Jeffrey has received from his life are repeated by his political team and political news sources. He is a loyal member of the Democratic party and prefers the most liberal cable news channel, MSNBC. He answers our questions with a smug tone and repeatedly tells us that he’s more enlightened on these issues than other people, especially those in the South.

Teresa, a young lesbian with long strawberry-blonde hair who looks like a runner, is also a typical motivated convictor. She grew up in a large city known for its liberal politics and was raised by parents with graduate degrees. She had friends at school and doesn’t report feeling marginalized. After finishing her college degree, Teresa lived abroad, working for NGOs and shooting a documentary. Living abroad in places where being white and blonde was rare, she says she learned what it was like to stand out due to her race. The documentary she worked on was also about structural racism, a topic she knew little about before joining the team, even though she was in an antiracism group in high school. Teresa’s master’s degree is in public health, and she now works on a research team that studies health. She lives in a small liberal city where she helps raise her stepchildren. She is a long-time liberal who gets her news from public radio and the New York Times.

Summer, too, is a motivated convictor. She is a tall woman with platinum-blonde hair and bangs; at the interview she wears all black with a colorful scarf. She grew up in a small town in the South, raised by a bohemian and feminist single mother who put the bumper sticker “a woman needs a man like a fish needs a bicycle” on her VW bug. Her mother also talked to Summer about the wrongness of the whites-only private pool in their town and took her to protests, including one where she met Al Sharpton. After leaving her mother’s house, Summer went to college, but after a mental health episode, she dropped out and became a townie in a Southern, liberal town. She worked in restaurants for a while and then joined the real estate industry. She also continues the work her mother began. She joined the NAACP, films traffic stops in case the police hurt Black motorists, stands up to people she thinks are being racist on Facebook, tries to help a homeless Latino man, fights with her children’s school over the dress code, and, with her husband, raises two trans kids. She votes Democratic down the ticket, and she gets her news from liberal and centrist sources, places like the “New York Times, Washington Post, The Guardian. Things that I feel like have been vetted.”

Jeffrey, Teresa, Summer, and motivated convictors like them are ideologically propelled to see racism and sexism. Their upbringings and jobs put such issues at the core of their lives, they are committed to the political team who frames racism and sexism as major issues, and they follow the topics in partisan news. They also believe racism and sexism are happening “all day, every day,”6 and while some moderate convictors believe this as well, their communities motivate them to do more to highlight this belief. Matching their interpretation of cases to their general beliefs, they expand their definitions to make it easy to convict, dismiss evidence that suggests they shouldn’t, and nearly always convict—often passionately so. But motivated reasoning can produce both accurate and inaccurate judgment calls, and theirs do both. They do the most to convict important drivers of inequality, and the most to issue unverified guilty calls.


“It’s Systemic, Sustained Bias”: Motivated Definitions

Motivated convictors define racism and sexism broadly. They define them not only by the conscious intent to harm, unconscious intent to harm, and unequal outcomes created by individuals’ actions, as all convictors do, but also as systems of rules, laws, and practices that reward white people over people of color and men over women.7 This broadened definition makes it easier to convict. In this view, guilty judgment calls are warranted even in the absence of bad actors; biased laws, rules, and practices can be designed and carried out by people who do not intend to favor one group over another.



Indeed, motivated convictors use a broad definition that correctly stresses that systems are more responsible for inequality than individuals. Al, an animated diversity educator, puts forth this view when talking of racism: “It’s not just someone having a different opinion or treating a person badly. It’s systemic, sustained, and coded bias. It’s a long history of rules, laws, guidelines that have been written that have privileged white people, that have put people from communities of color at a disadvantage.” Jeffrey, the Protestant pastor, shares this view, saying that racism is “the unfair advantage of white people, in many areas in this country, in terms of education, in terms of housing, in terms of financial security, in terms of prison.” Liz, a liberal librarian, says the same: “[I’ve heard] people in the news talking: ‘I’m not racist.’ It doesn’t matter. Doesn’t matter. I mean, it does, but it’s not that. What matters is how the systems work: how does banking work, does real estate, hiring, benefits, all those things. How does it all work, and how does it actually affect people?”

Motivated convictors make similar statements about sexism. Al says sexism is a “systemic instilled framework of laws, guidelines, and codes of beliefs.” Margaret, a pigtail-wearing community college professor and writer with an activist past, maintains: “I would define sexism as a structural allowance to treat and believe that women are inferior. There are things within the social structure that give permission to treat women differently or worse than men—things built into the social fabric, into culture that say it’s okay to treat women badly. It’s okay to not pay them enough. It’s okay to objectify them, to sexualize them.”

As they focus on systems, motivated convictors condemn policies and rules as racist and sexist, accurately naming many policies and rules that disadvantage people of color and women. For instance, Vincent, a news-obsessed limo driver, names policies and institutions when describing the racism he sees: “Housing, access to capital, good Lord, education. All of that. But I would put housing at the top because post World War II, a lot of folks came back from war and they just weren’t allowed to live with the people that they fought alongside of.a1 I think that post–World War II era was fatal for Black Americans because it’s been nothing but oppression since then.” Teresa also convicts policies that generate racial inequality: “There was white flight to the suburbs where Black people weren’t allowed to move and Black people couldn’t get loans. And so then you had basically white families getting loans, getting the GI Bill, getting union jobs, getting all of these boosts that created a white middle class. None of those benefits were going to African Americans.”b2 Asked to talk about racism, Jamie, a security guard, nanny, and sex-toy phone-line operator brings up a policy: “The war on drugs. You know, a man sells crack to a Black man and gets three times the amount of time as a white man who sold cocaine to a white man.”c3 Anthony, a liberal military member, shares another example, one about policies: “I don’t think it’s intentional, but I think the public transportation lines are a good example of institutional racism. Folks can’t get to work, folks can’t get to grocery stores.”d4 Margaret, too, convicts a policy of racism: “Of course, gerrymandering.e5 I would consider that policy racist in a hundred ways for sure.” Tyler, an art educator in Durham, North Carolina, convicts a policy too, one that does not take into account the systemic racism of the past:

There are a lot of policies that are racist and that don’t acknowledge the history of groups in America. I’ll use where I live as an example. When they did this [housing] project, they were supposed to have 51% of the houses sold to people that made less than whatever percentage of the medium income. Obviously, part of that was they didn’t want it to be all white. But then they made the credit score requirement so high that almost nobody can qualify. There’s definitely a middle-class African American population in Durham, but the majority of African Americans in Durham are coming from the lower class financially and don’t have access to credit. If you pay attention to what’s going on in neighborhoods in Durham, so much of that is directly influenced by redlining from the 1940s and ’50s. These racist policies of who could get loans are still affecting neighborhoods.a6

Motivated convictors also convict systems and institutions of sexism, not mentioning any individuals involved. Katherine, a clinician who works with children, the mentally ill, and the addicted sees sexism in that more “men’s jobs come with insurance that covers in vitro fertilization than women’s jobs.” She also sees sexism in the fact that daycare costs more than what many women are paid.b7 Ben, a public land manager who grew up with a feminist older sister, sees the Catholic church as sexist due to a policy: “Women can’t be priests. . . . So those policies, clearly sexist.”c8 Ryan, a community planner with an emo-style haircut, sees sexism in the military and firefighters’ rules that new hires must be able to carry a certain amount of weight, provided that these standards are arbitrary and overly high. Cindy, a science communicator and former teacher who follows what she calls “pretty liberal media,” believes that the clothes that stores sell reflect systemic sexism, even without any bad individual actors.

Cindy: I was thinking about places like the Gap and the kind of clothes they have in their store. I don’t think that’s an overtly sexist thing or racist thing, but you are putting out here for a certain kind of thing. Like, why can’t I find a pair of shorts that cover most of my legs?

Jessi: So do you feel like it’s sexist that they only want women to show a lot of . . .
 
Cindy: Well, systemically sexist. Yeah, again, maybe not intentional. They just want to make money, and they think that’s what sells, and it does.

Jeffrey remembers the systemic sexism his mother experienced: “My mother told me the other day—I knew this, but I had forgotten—that she had to get my father to cosign on a credit card.”a9 Linda, an IT professional who gets her news from the New York Times and a liberal podcast, Pod Save America, recalls a time before Title IX was passed when women’s teams did not receive equal funding for sports.b10

Motivated convictors also say that gender norms and roles are sexist. In particular, many point to the existence and enactment of gender roles as sexist, convicting the roles themselves rather than the individuals enacting them. For instance, when asked if he has observed sexism, George, a liberal accountant who gets news from the Washington Post, New York Times, and NPR, implicates the system of gender roles rather than any individual: “It was my mom’s job to stay home. It was my mom’s job to cook and have dinner on the table. It was very much just that was the expectation.” Describing the sexism he has observed, Scott also convicts gender roles without naming an individual: “If I go to my hometown to an event like a funeral, or some public event like that, some woman is going to make me a plate of food.” Al also sees the way women are expected to and do behave as sexist, saying so without convicting any individual: “I see aspects of that when I think about the deeper entrenched pieces of sexism, when I see women in my life who are still apologetic. Stop apologizing, stop asking for my permission, you don’t need my permission to do that. But it’s this ingrained stuff that we do.”

Their broad definitions make it easier for them to convict: they don’t have to see any individual wrongdoing to point to institutional rules and roles that produce inequality unfairly. Seeing racism and sexism as systems that allow some groups dominance over others, they also believe that only members of dominant racial groups can be racist and only men can be sexist. For instance, take the following example in which the white man and Black man make parallel statements:

A white person calls a Black person a racial insult, the N-word. The Black person then calls the white person a racial insult, “white trash,” in return. Who is being racist in this situation (if anyone)?

To most motivated convictors, only the white man is being racist—a view that differentiates them from moderate convictors, motivated acquitters, and moderate acquitters. Jonah, a liberal librarian raised by hippies but who is more conventional himself, explains why he sees the situation this way: “They’re both being offensive here, but the white person is being much more racist. ’Cause he has the power structure on his side. It’s hard to really be racist when you belong to the group that is generally oppressed.” Ben also points to the power difference and convicts only the white man: “The white guy is definitely being racist, because the history of that word has such a strong, strong negative connotation, a historical reference to the oppression and atrocities committed against Black people.” Margaret also takes this view: “I don’t think that people of color can be racist, because the power structure is not there.”

In taking the position that the power structures of society are on the white person’s side, motivated convictors make assumptions that favor their view: they frame issues about class in ways that support their views about race. Some assume that the white person is richer, despite that the insult “white trash” is associated with poverty, and that the vignette did not specify either man’s social class. For example, Liz says about the white man: “That guy has a bigger bank account, probably. So, you know, just odds are he’s got a few more cents. At the very least, he knows some people who have some money, some people who are lawyers.” They do not imagine that the Black man could be the white man’s boss or landlord, or is in fact a lawyer, that there may be power imbalances that tilt the other way. Others assume that the insults carry different weight because the racial insult is framed by a power structure while the class insult is not.a11 In doing so, they overlook the unequal class structure, one that has oppressed poor people, including poor white people who have been demeaned by classist slurs such as “white trash.”8 For example, Al says: “A lot of white people like to say being called ‘white trash’ is racist. But who is backed up by history and larger systems of government and laws and everything? So this word being involved has a long history to it and a lot of attachment to power and threat to this individual. This man of color calling a white man ‘white trash,’ it may hurt, it’s an insult, but is it backed up by any history of real threat of violence or overt power that this person wields?”b12

Motivated convictors apply a similar lens when we ask about examples of sexism they have observed. They assume that sexism is a system of oppression that works in only one direction, oppressing women without oppressing men. Asked if he has observed or experienced sexism, Jeffrey scolds us: “It is hard for a white man to experience sexism personally.” Asked if he has experienced sexism, George looks confused. To clarify his views, we ask him if men can be the victims of sexism. He responds: “I actually don’t think they can be. The power difference is too big there.” Asked if anyone has called her sexist, Katherine reminds us of her definition: “The definition of racism or of sexism is the majority group having that control.” In this way, motivated convictors use definitions to issue the judgment calls they favor: only white people and men can be guilty of racism and sexism, respectively, and racism and sexism are everywhere.


“How Could There Not Have Been?”: A Motivated Approach to Counterevidence

Motivated convictors often dismiss evidence that racism and sexism are absent. They do so by case-inferring—the opposite of pattern-matching. While pattern-matching starts with a case and positions it within a pattern, case-inferring starts with a pattern and assumes without evidence that there must be a case that they’ve witnessed or experienced.



For instance, we ask our respondents if they had heard racial insults when they were growing up. Several motivated convictors do not remember hearing any racial insults. Nevertheless, they insist that they must have heard them because there is a pattern of white people using them. Al does so, disregarding his memories in favor of national patterns: “I don’t know that I remember, but the 1970s were still at a point when the n-word was still said on TV, so, you know, I must have.” Makenzie, a systems analyst for a university, also dismisses her own recollection of not hearing racial insults and assumes that she heard them because racism is common: “I can’t remember anybody ever saying the n-word. No. Kinda surprising. All that stuff was kinda there simmering under the surface, so I’m sure those words were used at home a lot.” Claire, a school counselor, also has no memory of hearing racial insults, but because there are patterns of people saying insensitive things, she assumes she heard them: “I’m sure I must have, but I don’t really remember. I’m sure. Kids say stupid things, so I’m sure I must have.”

Many motivated convictors also case-infer when talking about their other experiences in their hometowns. Ben witnessed people of different races getting along, but he assumes there must have been racism that he did not see: “As a kid, you don’t always see what might be below level. The kids I played with, we didn’t know any different at the time. Was it there? I’m sure it was. I’m sure there were some families there who wanted it to be a homogenous neighborhood, but it wasn’t.” Cindy also assumes that racism was prevalent in her childhood, even though she remembers people of all races being united by their class and place.

Cindy: I’m looking back at it as thirty-eight-year-old Cindy, and I’m like, “I’m sure there were undercurrents that sucked.” But there weren’t any open fights between different groups. We all were in Ruralton.9 . . . I look back at it now, and I’m like, “I’m pretty sure I could tell you there’s all these crazy systemic, ridiculous divides that were happening and probably still are happening in Ruralton.” But when we were there it was like, “These teachers are stupid, and I can’t believe we have to go to school and live in Ruralton.”

Jessi: Why do you say you’re pretty sure there were undercurrents?

Cindy: Because how could there not have been? I think America is a very complicated place. . . . And I am definitely from a privileged class and so I think I could probably blindly walk through the world like, “Oh, yeah, we’re all fine.” And additionally, that’s what I mean by ‘We all lived in Ruralton.’ None of us had a ton of money. There were some old-school Ruralton people who had plenty, but for the most part, I would say that we all were just barely putting food on the table and making it through the day. We were all worker bees. But I think I could go back now with the more knowledge that I have, with my lens, and go like, “Oh, that was weirder for these people than for you.”

Teresa also assumes she witnessed racism in her hometown because there is a nationwide pattern of racism, not because she remembers seeing it.

Teresa: I don’t have a very good memory. I’m sure I have [observed racism], but nothing’s sticking out right now.

Jessi: Why are you sure you have?

Teresa: Because it’s everywhere. So the idea of me going through my life and not seeing it is impossible. It’s everywhere.

Motivated convictors also dismiss evidence that points to the absence of sexism. They do so when they assume there has been a case, even when they cannot think of such a situation. Teresa explains: “I’m trying to think if I’ve experienced sexism. Something I’d be like, ‘Oh, that’s sexism.’ I know I have, but I can’t think of what.”10 George assumes sexist organizations exist because we live in a sexist society, not because he knows of any: “I can’t pull an example, but if I had to without an example leaning one way or the other, yes, they’re there. I just can’t give an example.” Jonah, an NPR-listening liberal, also assumes that there are sexist organizations because there is a pattern of sexism, not because he has seen evidence of it: “Nothing springs to mind, I mean, apart from the fact that sexism is just in our society and probably pervades all organizations. It’s just kind of baked in everywhere.”

Motivated convictors also case-infer when they assert that they or their female colleagues are paid less than the men in their workplace, doing so because there is a national pay gap not because they have evidence that it happens in their case. Margaret assumes that women are paid less than men at her former workplace, despite not knowing her male or female colleagues’ salaries: “In academia, there’s a gender wage gap that is very real. I have a hunch when I worked at [a community college], I wasn’t making as much money as my male counterparts who had less experience. But salaries aren’t public information, and I think they keep it that way on purpose.a13 And so to me, those things are inherently sexist.” Samuel also assumes there is a pay gap at his workplace, a conclusion he draws based on his perception of a national pattern rather than knowledge of how pay is awarded at the restaurants where he has worked.

Samuel: There are certainly organizations where women get paid less than men and organizations that are less likely to put women in management positions. There’s still some inequality there, but I think a lot of strides have been made in that area.

Jessi: With pay inequality, have you seen that in any of the organizations where you’ve worked?

Samuel: Well, usually I’m not privy to that, but I suspect it exists.

Likewise, Cindy talks about the gender pay gap at the national level, telling us about the systemic differences between how jobs typically held by women and jobs typically held by men are paid. She then tells us that she assumes there is a pay gap among employees who work in the same job at her workplace, even as she admits she lacks the evidence to know for sure.

Cindy: I can’t speak with 100% accuracy about what females are making in the same position versus males, but I can imagine.

Jessi: You think there’s a pay gap there?

Cindy: I do.

Finally, when motivated convictors are presented with evidence that racism or sexism did not occur in the way they initially believed, they do not accept that as evidence of the absence of racism and sexism. Instead, they put the case in a different pattern, cycling through them to find one that fits. For instance, recall that we ask respondents about the teacher who recommends more boys than girls for an advanced math course even though there are other girls who receive As. After asking if this situation is sexist, we follow up by asking if it is still sexist if the boys have slightly higher As than the girls, for instance if the boys received 98s and the girls received 94s. Most motivated convictors convict the teacher of sexism in both scenarios. John, a physician assistant, explains why he convicts in the second scenario: “The question is, how did they earn it? Was there any bias in terms of grading? That sort of thing would have to be something you’d consider too.” Margaret says the same: “Was she a better teacher to the boys than she was to the girls? Was she automatically just making the assumption they were going to do better? ’Cause there’s some kind of self-fulfilling prophecy going on here.” Mindy, a liberal network evaluator and former social worker, agrees and adds that a truly nonsexist thing to do would be to promote more girls: “She should realize women do have different barriers. And why worry about a percentage point? They need the representation. A grade isn’t a reflection on your total performance, and there should be a little bit of compensation for the sexism. Because when she’s grading papers, she might grade differently thinking she’s a girl.”

In cycling through possible patterns that the case may fit, they only apply patterns that lead to the conclusion that the teacher was sexist. They do not apply other possible patterns. Perhaps the situation reflects merit, as most other respondents believe. Perhaps the situation reflects sexism, but on behalf of parents rather than the teacher; the students’ parents may have taught their sons more math than they taught their daughters. Or perhaps, by random chance, this teacher was assigned slightly higher achieving boys, while another teacher was assigned slightly higher achieving girls. There are many potential explanations of what happened in this case, but motivated convictors stick to one: sexism by the teacher.


What Can Be Done: Working for Systemic Change

Motivated convictors see racism and sexism as systemic and as prevalent in interpersonal interactions. As such, they suggest that ending racism and sexism requires changing systems and calling out interpersonal racism and sexism. This is the opposite of motivated acquitters’ suggestions. Rather than wanting to do nothing except end accusations, motivated convictors want to amplify and act on accusations.11



Several respondents focus on systemic solutions to racism and sexism. For instance, Lucy, a liberal social worker who listens to NPR every day, suggests policy changes to address racism. Like other convictors, when she does so, she conflates race and class:

I think we need to change so many systems, and it would take a lot of hard work and time, but raising the minimum wage would be the very basic thing. Then, things would need to change on a policy level. They would think about housing developments and how it’s so unsafe where these kids are growing up and these families can’t afford other housing. I just feel like all of that needs to be revised.

She also proposes systemic changes to address sexism:

Lucy: Oh boy. There’s so much on a big level and a smaller level that they could do. For example, in the store, stop having the boys’ section and the girls’ section in the toys and the clothes [aisles]. That’s on a smaller scale. Then on a larger scale, make policies to make things more equal.

Jessi: What policies are you thinking about?

Lucy: Wages. I’d love to see a woman president. That’s not really a policy, that’s just a wish. I was listening to NPR, and now I can’t remember what it was, but where they have coleaders for everything. It would be a copresident, a man and a woman, a man and a woman vice president. It’s like, why not get both perspectives and come to conclusions together? I don’t know if we need to go that far, but it would be certainly better than where we are.

Teresa also proposes systemic changes to address racism and sexism. About racism, she proposes:

I do think looking at policies that differentially affect people and working on changing those. I definitely think working on policing, that’s a huge thing, and criminal justice system reform. I do think that there needs to be more education about it in school at an earlier level. It’s always treated as, “Oh, well, you know, slavery happened, and then the civil rights era happened, and everything was fine,” you know? And so I do think that we would benefit from learning more about that.

Teresa, like other motivated convictors, goes on to explain that the additional education she advocates is to teach about systems like redlining and the racial history of incarceration. She also advocates for a systemic focus to address sexism as well:

Policies are meaningful. So working on things like equal pay policies and family leave, things like universal child care. I know that doesn’t seem specifically like sexism, but it’s creating a system by which women can achieve equally. If they’re not experiencing so much of a childcare burden, then they can participate more fully in the workforce, and therefore that helps set a more equal playing field for them—equal performance, which I think helps with sexism.

Summer proposes addressing racism and sexism by taking both approaches: calling it out and changing systems. She explains what she believes must be done regarding racism:

Calling it out, identifying it, changing laws, changing drug laws. If marijuana were legal and you didn’t have poor Black people incarcerated for small possession, those folks would go back to the workforce and there would be fewer single moms in the world. Just things that are hugely systemic and big.

Several other respondents focus on calling out interpersonal racism and sexism. Anthony talks about his solution to racism: “I think having conversations, destigmatizing. Destigmatizing unconscious bias and racism and treating it like the thing it is, just part of life. Calling things out in a nonjudgmental way.” George says the same of sexism: “I think keeping the conversation going. Keeping it in public is important. Don’t let things get shut down or distracted. I think having the voices out there, having men grow as allies and call it out on their own without needing a woman to do it.” Margaret proposes that the solution to sexism is to call it out, an approach she’s seen work in her life.

And for me, the solution is a cultural shift. Stop the narratives that allow sexist language and sexist behavior to go unchecked. Call it out when it needs to be called out. Set good examples. And I think it’s going to take men holding each other accountable for really sexist behavior and stupid little comments. And I see some of that changing. And it may just be because the people I choose to be around are a little bit more woke, or whatever, than the average person. But I do know that even my husband, when I first met him—we met through roller derby, and the potential for sexist remarks as a roller girl are more than I could count, for sure—but even when I first met him, I don’t think he realized some of the things he said were insensitive and kind of misogynistic and condescending. And he didn’t mean it to be, just that’s the world he grew up in. And so I would have to call him out, you know, and I would say things, and then once he would realize, you’re like, “Oh my God, I’m mortified.” And now I hear him, and when he’s around my family and my stepfather says something completely inappropriate and completely sexist, my husband would say, like, “Dude, what’s wrong with you? Why would you say that?” And that’s the kind of stuff I think that’s going to have to happen at a cultural level. Men are gonna have to start calling each other out.

Scott puts this point succinctly when he talks about the solution to sexism: “I think the solution is talking about it and pointing it out at every opportunity.”

Yet, like other respondents, motivated convictors are not overly hopeful that there will be change. Systemic solutions are difficult to design and implement, and ridding the world of interpersonal racism and sexism is difficult too.


Prejudicial Jurors: Ruling for the Prosecution

Motivated convictors are mostly partisan liberals enveloped in liberal bubbles whose political team and community tell them that racism and sexism are everywhere. They use definitions and methods that affirm that belief and their membership in their communities. They broaden their definitions of racism and sexism in ways that make it easy to convict white people and men, use definitions that exclude reverse racism and sexism, and use patterns to dismiss evidence that indicates that racism and sexism may not have happened in particular cases. Using these definitions and methods, their trials have nearly predetermined outcomes; whether the evidence supports it or not, they usually convict.



Indeed, motivated convictors use a similar amount of motivated reasoning as motivated acquitters use. Whereas motivated acquitters narrow their definitions to deny racism and sexism, motivated convictors broaden theirs to make some forms easier to see. Whereas motivated acquitters use definitions that result in highlighting racism and sexism against the groups they see as overly targeted, white people and men, and that deny racism and sexism against groups they do not see as the usual victims, people of color and women, motivated convictors use definitions that highlight racism and sexism against groups they see as overly targeted, people of color and women, and that deny racism and sexism against groups they do not see as the usual victims, white people and men. And whereas motivated acquitters tend to quickly deny evidence that counters their views, so too do motivated convictors.

But just because motivated acquitters and motivated convictors use the same processes of motivated reasoning doesn’t mean that their effects are the same. Motivated reasoning reinforces people’s preexisting beliefs, and motivated convictors’ beliefs are more rooted in reality than motivated acquitters’ beliefs are. Motivated convictors’ broad definitions are better at accurately identifying the sources of unfair inequalities. Their definitions allow them not only to accurately identify many laws, rules, and norms that generate inequality unfairly but also to identify the social forces that do the most to create these inequalities. In this way, their definitions are warranted and essential. Indeed, it would be harder to limit unfair inequalities without them.

Likewise, motivated convictors correctly acknowledge which groups have been targeted historically by racism and sexism. There is a long and broad history of using laws, rules, and societal norms to disadvantage people of color in favor of whites and women in favor of men. They’re also right that today’s mistreatment of people based on race or gender is primarily directed at people of color and women.12 In addition, their case-inferring often starts from correct patterns. As such, it will happen to land on some correct guilty calls even as its reliance on minimal evidence about cases will also lead them to many false convictions.

And, importantly, their motivated reasoning doesn’t have the same overall effect as does that of the motivated acquitters. Motivated acquitters’ motivated reasoning minimizes inequalities that disadvantage people of color and women, denies most of their sources, and contributes to preserving the status quo. Motivated convictors’ motivated reasoning highlights these inequalities, convicts some of its sources, and works toward ending these inequalities.

Still, just as motivated reasoning does not inherently produce inaccurate judgment calls, it also doesn’t inherently produce perfectly accurate judgment calls either. Case-inferring assumes that particular cases exist because patterns do. Using case-inferring then leads to overconvicting and creates other problems. It sometimes demonizes groups based on no evidence, assuming that people of some races or genders must have done something wrong. It treats all people in dominant groups as the same, as perpetrators of society’s ills, knowingly or not. It lobs false or at least unverified accusations that sometimes lead to unfair firings or harassment, potentially alienating allies and provoking divisions, just as acquitters suggest. It also opens motivated convictors up to accusations of virtue signaling; when it’s apparent that their claims rest on no evidence, some may wonder if they make accusations simply to look good. In addition, it reinforces an exaggerated belief that the generators of racial and gender inequality and mistreatment are absolutely everywhere, rather than in many specific places. And, of course, while case-inferring may happen to correctly identify mistreatment or inequality in some instances, its reliance on little evidence about each case means it will point the finger at problems that don’t exist in others. Their methods then don’t advance the fight against inequality as much as they could, as they create unnecessary distractions along the way.

In using definitions and methods that highlight some racial and gender inequalities, motivated convictors sometimes downplay other social factors and inequalities. For example, in seeing high daycare costs as only about gender, some may miss the myriad other reasons why childcare is so expensive. Some also dismiss the relevance of systems besides the ones they focus on; some downplay the deep and structural ways that social class shapes people’s life chances. Indeed, research finds that liberals who are most attuned to white privilege often use it to withhold sympathy from the white working class, seeing the white working class as only having themselves to blame given the advantages of their skin color.13 On gender too, even when we ask the question “How are men and women treated these days?” before we use the word sexism, these otherwise pattern-conscious people don’t mention patterns that harm men. In fact, despite the laws, rules, and practices that have disadvantaged women, men nevertheless have it worse in a number of ways: men are murdered at higher rates than women,14 men receive harsher criminal sentences than women who commit the same offense,15 white men commit suicide more than Black and Hispanic men and women,16 boys tend to earn lower grades in school than girls,17 men now attend college at lower rates than women,18 in some scientific fields men are selected to be hired at half the rate as women with identical records,19 men tend to have a harder time enrolling in some welfare programs,20 and men are more often homeless.21

Motivated convictors also draw on some false or overstated ideas that fit their narrative. Many wrongly believe that there is a widespread and substantial pay gap between men and women who do the same job at the same organization. While this can happen, it usually doesn’t.22 The gender pay gap is a measure of the pay difference between the average wages of women who work full-time compared to the average wages of men who work full-time, and much of this gap stems from sources besides equal pay for equal work: that men and women tend to work in different jobs, that men work longer and less flexible hours than women, and that mothers are paid less than nonmothers.23 Such mistakes about the sources of patterns can lead to looking to fix them in the wrong places; case-inferring from incorrect patterns leads to an abundance of false accusations. Regarding the gender pay gap, it also leaves some women angry over an inequality that may not actually occur at their workplace and to overlook the real sources of the inequity.

It is perhaps an irony that so much knowledge often comes with so much motivated reasoning. And so we want to emphasize that the knowledge itself is useful. Motivated convictors are our only group to have such thorough knowledge of how institutions produce inequalities, how past institutional rules affect present-day outcomes, and how gender roles restrict women’s opportunities. Even if they sometimes allow this knowledge to overshadow other patterns of inequality as well as the evidence contained within cases, this knowledge alone is still useful. It helps them see injustices and want to rectify them, and it may inform how they vote, design and implement rules at their workplaces, and make demands of their children’s schools. Much of their knowledge is then used for good.

We also support the types of people motivated convictors are trying to be: knowledgeable about issues that do not necessarily disadvantage themselves, caring about groups who have been historically disadvantaged, and desirous of a more equal future. Indeed, as far as we can tell, motivated convictors are not the people motivated acquitters accuse them of being: they are not using their advocacy to activate a hidden agenda. Most will not get rich from their advocacy, are not trying to overthrow the government (unless that means voting out politicians they see as racist and sexist), and are not consciously trying to bolster their progressive reputation even if this happens as a result of their judgment calls. Instead, they’re people who frame themselves in opposite ways than motivated acquitters do—as caring, socially concerned, and often privileged people rather than as marginalized, traumatized, tough anticomplainers—who, as such, are motivated to use their judgment calls to show their concern for disadvantaged others rather than for their disadvantaged selves. Most are also simply liberals surrounded by other liberals, those most incentivized to use motivated reasoning unconsciously to show they’re part of their political, workplace, and neighborhood teams.

And so while motivated convictors’ approach is far from perfect, it does more for reducing inequality and improving the lives of people of color and women than either motivated or moderate acquitters’ approach. Indeed, as we’ll see in the next chapter, moderate acquitters are more open to evidence that contradicts their usual judgment call than are motivated convictors, but their lack of knowledge of patterns of inequality hinders their ability to create change.


Notes

a1 Background fact: Vincent is correct that most Black veterans were not allowed to live in the same neighborhoods as white veterans. There were whites-only suburbs that Black people were not allowed to live in until the 1968 Fair Housing Act was passed, and continued to be informally barred from even afterward (Rothstein 2017).



b2 Background fact: Teresa’s statements are correct (Lipsitz 2006; Massey and Denton 1993).

c3 Background fact: Jamie is correct that the War on Drugs disproportionately affected Black men and that there were harsher punishments for possessing crack than cocaine. Until 2008, five grams of crack resulted in a mandatory five-year sentence, while five hundred grams of cocaine did the same (Lopez 2016; Povine 2011). The sentencing disparity was ended by President Obama in 2008.

d4 Background facts: Black people do have more trouble getting to work and the grocery store than white people, partly due to the relationship between where public transportation goes and where jobs are (Murphy et al. 2022; Stacy et al. 2020). Controlling for income, education, age, and other factors, there is no difference in transportation insecurity for Black and white Americans (Murphy et al. 2022).

e5 Background fact: Partisan redistricting is done more often to benefit white people’s political representation and to disenfranchise voters of color than the reverse (Durst et al. 2023; Niven et al. 2022).

a6 Background fact: Durham, North Carolina, did experience redlining in the 1940s and 1950s (Bull City 150 2021).

b7 Background facts: The average cost of full-time childcare per child is $16,000 per year (D. Thompson 2019). Women ages 20 to 24 earn an average of $31,720 per year, and women ages 25 to 34 earn an average of $45,084 per year (Elkins 2020).

c8 Background fact: Women cannot be priests in the Catholic Church.

a9 Background facts: Married women were not guaranteed the right to obtain their own credit cards or loans until the Equal Credit Opportunity Act of 1974, and single women often had to have a male cosigner (Eveleth 2014).

b10 Background fact: Title IX prohibits groups receiving federal funds from enacting many forms of sex discrimination, including unequal funding for sports (Rose 2018).

a11 Background fact: The term white trash is rooted in a class-based power structure (Isenberg 2016; Wray 2006); it is rooted in a long history of poor white people being mistreated, including institutionalized and sterilized, sometimes by the government (Isenberg 2016; Wray 2006). It also can carry a lot of emotional weight (Stout 1997). One of our respondents, a woman who has been called this name, teared up when we asked the question.

b12 Background fact: Both racial and class inequality are upheld by a history of laws that favor some people more than others. Thus, Al is incorrect if his claim is that only racism, and not also classism, is systemic and institutionalized. However, if Al means that there’s a history of state-sanctioned violence against Black people that hasn’t existed against white people—at least not because they are white—then he is correct.

a13 Background fact: Salaries at public colleges are public information, including at the community college where Margaret worked.


SIX

Moderate Acquitters

“I Don’t Even Like Grouping People into Groups”

Since judgment calls correspond with beliefs, values, and allegiances, it’s important to understand what those are. And they aren’t the same for all white conservatives or all white acquitters.

Those who are moderate acquitters barely connect to a political team. Some identify as Republicans, but they are fairly apolitical. Others identify as independents, though they usually vote for Republican candidates. Both tend to dislike the current Republican party and Donald Trump; some voted for him only because they see the other side as worse. They also distance themselves from partisan media, at least compared to motivated acquitters. Some get the news from mostly middle-of-the-road sources like ABC, CBS, NBC, or CNN, occasionally peeking at FOX News or the Wall Street Journal as well. Others rarely pay attention to the news at all.

Some moderate acquitters are socially isolated, so they don’t feel pressured to hold the beliefs of any social or political group. Some also have poor social skills and struggle to make sense of the world around them, including how other people might react to their opinions. Though they tend not to emphasize it, some have experienced hardships that may have prevented them from noticing the isms, experiencing things like drug addictions, disabilities, or providing full-time care for sick relatives. On racism, the moderate acqitter category skews slightly Northern, where they are probably exposed to somewhat more liberal beliefs about racism, though on sexism we found more moderate acquitters in the South. They skew slightly working class, with mostly working-class origins, but they do not talk about being marginalized due to their class position as much as motivated acquitters do.

Bridj is one of the moderate acquitters with whom we spoke. She is a grocery store worker and home daycare provider who lives in a Northern suburb. Her father’s Irish ancestry shows in her pale skin and ruddy cheeks. She’s funny and talkative and gesticulates as she talks.

Bridj does not pay much attention to politics, seeing it as divisive. She was horrified that one of her friends said her refusal to vote for Hillary Clinton was akin to hate speech, dislikes the political fights on her town’s listserv, and is upset that some people steal others’ political yard signs. For these and additional reasons, she avoids the news, telling us: “I don’t watch a lot of news because it’s depressing,” and she doesn’t want to have to “sort through what’s real and not real.” About voting, she says: “Independent, I’m registered. I don’t vote on a party. I vote on a person.”

Roger is a moderate acquitter as well. He’s a thin, pale man with a shaved head, goatee, and wire-rimmed glasses. He speaks with a flat affect and shows little emotion; he also repeatedly twitches during the interview. He lives in his father’s barren attic in a rural area, and despite our questions about family, friends, coworkers, and neighbors, he mentions almost no one. He avoids the news, seeing it as depressing, and doesn’t watch it on television or listen to it on the radio. Occasionally he catches a story on Facebook, usually one from CNN, ABC, CBS, or FOX. He is a registered Republican but doesn’t follow politics. He voted for Trump in 2016, calling him “the lesser of two evils.” When we talked to him in 2020, he planned on voting for Trump again, not because he liked him but because he prefers incumbents to new presidents.

There’s also Nathan, a rural, Southern, college-educated engineer with slicked-back red hair, a football player’s build, and a tendency to avoid eye contact. He’s one of several moderate acquitters who has trouble with social skills and struggles to describe people. Asked to tell us about the students in his high school, he says: “I don’t know. There’s so many different personalities. It’s kind of hard to describe.” We ask how his family was different from other families in his hometown. He says: “I mean, everybody’s different. . . . I don’t think there’s anything that’s glaringly obvious.” He tells us that social cues usually pass him by; he doesn’t always notice what other people do. He’s not trying to be on a team as much as others are; he’s not always aware of what the teams are or what to do to be part of them.

Politically, Nathan, like other moderate acquitters, is not very engaged. “I’m not a very political person,” he tells us. If he must choose a label, he thinks of himself as a right-leaning independent: “I don’t really identify directly with Democratic or Republican, although I tend to agree more with Republican type. That’s just based on the candidates that run.” Though he voted for Donald Trump in the 2016 presidential election, it wasn’t out of any conviction; in his words, sometimes you want strawberry ice cream, but only chocolate and vanilla are on the menu. He also rarely consumes the news, sometimes scrolling through his Apple News phone app, not paying attention to any particular source.

Relatively unconnected to a political party, relatively unswayed by partisan news, sometimes without a social network, and without deeply held beliefs about racism and sexism, moderate acquitters do less than others to frame events in ways that confirm their preexisting views. Instead, they occasionally broaden their definitions of racism and sexism past a focus on intent. They also consider the evidence in front of them without dismissing any out of hand. And so while they usually acquit, they’re open to convicting. Sometimes they do.


“I’m Not 100% Sure What It Means”: Unaware of Racism and Sexism

Moderate acquitters have few strong beliefs about racism and sexism. In fact, many tell us that they rarely think about them. Asked how it felt to be asked so many questions about racism and sexism, Holly, a retail worker and former Botox “doctor” who tells us she doesn’t buy newspapers and lost her phone and its news apps, replies: “It’s just something that I don’t pay attention to a lot.” Talking about racism, Brian, a now-disabled electrician, says he “dips into [the news just] long enough to make sure I’m not missing something,” shares that he doesn’t think about racism much: “Again, it’s just not in my life. I don’t deal with it much.” Chloe, a small business owner, also rarely thinks about racism: “I try to not think about it ’cause there’s nothing I can do about it unless I’m in it.” Jaki, a waitress, also prefers not to think about racism: “I’ve seen white people and Black people fighting. I just try not to really pay attention to it.” Asked if she’s ever noticed sexism, Amber, a medical assistant trying to survive domestic violence, replies: “I didn’t pay attention.” Talking of both racism and sexism, David, a lawyer who skips the political parts of the news, says the same: “They’re not topics that I have personally spent a lot of time thinking about or dealing with.”



Rarely thinking about racism and sexism, several moderate acquitters also struggle to articulate a definition, even if they tend to use intent-based definitions in practice.1 Roger, the loner who lives in his father’s attic, shows some confusion about what racism is: “When someone gets judged by either their skin color or by their sexual orientation, maybe gender, anything by what they are.” Chloe adds in “transgender” when giving an example of racism: “You don’t get a job because you don’t like that they’re Black or white or purple or green or transgender or whatever.” Ian, a baggage handler who grew up in a family who raised pigs and cattle, defines racism by religion as well as other factors: “treating another group of people a certain way because of where they came from or what color their skin is. It could also be what religious beliefs they have or their culture.” Amelia, a part-time floral designer and full-time mother who rarely pays attention to the news, adds religion to her definition of racism as well, saying racism is viewing people by their “color or nationality or culture or religion.” Leslie, a technology professional whose life centers around her husband, hobbies, and dog, struggles to answer our question about what racism is: “Fear of what’s not like you. . . . It’s just very difficult for me to even explain what it is.”2

Twenty-one respondents, mostly moderate acquitters, are also unaware of the definition of sexism. Terry, a very skinny laborer who seemed high on drugs during the interview, shares: “I don’t know about that word much. . . . You tell me what sexism means.” Roger is also unsure about the definition of sexism: “I’m not 100% sure what it means.” Mario, a loss prevention worker with little family, few friends, and many worries, isn’t sure what sexism means either. When he guesses, he confuses it with racism: “I don’t know if it would be considered racially motivated.” Others guess or think that sexism refers to sexuality or to being transgender. When we ask what sexism means to her, Ruth, who spent years too addicted to drugs to follow current events, tells us: “I don’t know why, but I wanna say the LBGT community.” When we ask about sexism, Miles, a deaf mechanic, asks us: “Like guys dressing up like women?” We also have this exchange with Allison, a social sciences teacher whose life centers around her family:

Allison: I have some students that are gay, and I think they get treated a little bit different sometimes by other students.

Jessi: Would you call that sexism?

Allison: I think so. I don’t know what you would call it. They’re being discriminated against or treated differently, but I don’t know what category you would file it under, but sexism seems like that would be the right category.

Everyone frames ideas and evidence to reflect their preexisting beliefs. But without any strongly held beliefs about racism and sexism—indeed, with little idea of what they might be—moderate acquitters are particularly open to new ideas and evidence. They believe racism and sexism are rare, but they are not strongly committed to defending that belief.


“The Grouping of People, It’s Like, ‘Oh No No No No No No’”: Valuing Individual and Equal Treatment

While moderate acquitters pay little attention to debates about racism and sexism, most hold one value strongly: people should be treated as individuals, without regard to their race or gender. Many moderate acquitters explain that this moral imperative comes from observing their relatives treating others as members of disparaged groups and vowing to be different from them. In taking this stance, they strive to be color-blind and gender-blind, to treat people equally and individually regardless of the color of their skin or their gender. They hold this value strongly, even rejecting the idea of groups. As Holly, who rarely thinks about isms, puts it: “I don’t like these general statements about groups of people. I don’t even like grouping people into groups.”



Many moderate acquitters feel the same way, concluding that their parents’ or grandparents’ grouping of people was wrong and that their individualistic and color-blind stance is a righteous antidote. Frank, a burly no-nonsense construction foreman, remembers:

My parents, being Italian immigrants, they grew up very differently. Everyone had their own category. You had Irish, you had Black, you had Asian, you had white. In our household, my father would really push us to stay with our own kind. . . . As a young kid, that was difficult for me to understand. I didn’t really understand that, because I did have a couple of friends or coworkers, at one point, that I worked with that were Black. As a kid, I never saw the difference in anything. You got along with somebody. You never saw color. My parents definitely saw color. I just didn’t see color.

Katie, an athletic-looking young nurse, also distances herself from her relatives’ habit of grouping and disparaging people, taking a color-blind approach instead. She shares: “The n-word was used a lot in my family. God forbid if you’ve ever dated interracially or had any kind of relationship with another race. Mixed kids were always made fun of. Then my dad and my grandfather were big into collecting ammo and guns, and they were prepared for the race war.” She compares herself to her father and is proud that she does not focus on race: “Now, I try not to look down on anybody, especially where I am in health care. I see there’s so much diversity, and I treat everybody the same. I’m learning, and I’m seeing way past that now and seeing everybody the same. It’s pretty cool to realize that about yourself, too, because my dad, he’s prejudiced.”

Sharon, a Southern rural nurse, also grew up observing her parents disparage people of color. She takes the opposite approach, being color-blind.

Sharon: We were taught not to associate. I listened to what they [my parents] said, but I didn’t grow up with that value. I don’t see Black and white. I don’t judge people on the color of their skin. My parents hold that against me.

Jessi: They do? What do they say to you?

Sharon: Well, I dated a Black gentleman. Until I quit dating him, they disowned me. They wouldn’t have anything to do with me. It was rough.

Jessi: Did they say why?

Sharon: Because of the color of his skin.

Jessi: Got you. What else did they say about race?

Sharon: That if we were meant to mix, that we would all be the same color. . . . My response was if you cut somebody of a different color, we all bleed red. That’s my response to them.

Sharon relays another similar conversation with her parents: “When my parents sold their house, they would not sell their house to a Black couple because, they said, they could not do that to their neighbors. I was like, ‘Really? Money is money. It makes no difference what color you are.’”3

Bridj shares similar stories, though her stories are about both the dangers of putting other people in groups and the danger of being grouped herself.4 Her father regularly told “negative jokes towards anyone that wasn’t Irish. So it was negative Asian jokes, Italian jokes, Puerto Rican jokes, Spanish jokes, African American jokes.” Bridj also grew up near a center of Nazi activity: “It was the seventies. They were scary. They were just yelling and screaming and saying how people of color were this, and they were calling them mud.” Though Bridj feared the Nazis, she was also horrified that some of her classmates thought her mother’s German ancestry meant she was a Nazi too: “Again, it’s the grouping of people. It’s like, ‘Oh no, no, no, no, no, no, no.’ . . . I was German, and I’ve been called a Nazi.” Disliking that her father grouped people by race and that others grouped her by her mother’s nationality, Bridj strives to treat everyone as individuals. Bridj tells us that her mother, who was blind, taught her: “I can’t see color, so you shouldn’t either.”a1

Similarly, AJ, a cook and former drug addict, recalls growing up with relatives who grouped people by race. He remembers what his grandfather said of Black men: “You don’t want him around your family. He’s going to rob you. They’re only there to steal from you or to impregnate your daughter.” AJ also says his mother “didn’t give the same opportunities to people of a different race.” He recalls that his mother would not allow Black women with college degrees in early childhood education to babysit him but would “rather drop me off at [a white person’s] house who sits at their table, chain smokes all day, smokes weed all day, drinks half the night.” AJ remembers his father holding similar views. When AJ’s sister returned from college with a Black boyfriend, AJ’s father asked her: “So, how long have you been dating a n[*****]?” AJ rejects this approach by touting his color-blindness: “Well, it’s like the egg. You crack open a brown egg or white egg, any egg, it’s the same thing on the inside. We all bleed the same color, we all have the same thoughts, we all have the same opinions.”

These stories are central to other moderate acquitters too. Many are determined to be the opposite of the prejudiced older generation who judged people due to their group.a2 There’s Holly, who remembers, “My father would do that, what might be my definition of racism: like group all Black people a certain way. Or Spanish people, he used the term spic to describe Spanish people and how they are, or people that couldn’t speak English. They were a certain way.” Leslie remembers a similar story: “And my mother, right up until she passed away, would use terrible slang words to talk about different races, and we would fight over it.” She says: “I don’t see differences in people’s skin color. People are people to me.” Chloe remembers: “I was going to go out with a girlfriend and a white boy and a Black boy. I was not allowed to go because I was going out with a Black boy. ‘Someone’s gonna think you’re dating him.’ ‘Well, I’m not dating him. He’s one of my friends from school.’ Nope. Was not allowed to go. Did not talk to my dad for like three weeks.” Ian remembers: “My great-grandfather was really racist when I was growing up. I didn’t know him for long, because he died when I was probably eight or nine. He was pretty hardcore racist, and I knew I didn’t want to be like him. I didn’t want to have that kind of hate inside of me. A hate for no reason, really.” Ruth recalls that the grandmother who raised her repeatedly said: “They messed up when they put the Blacks in school with the whites.” She also heard her grandmother call her biracial children n[*****]s. Ruth says of herself, “I don’t say stuff like that. I learned to not be judgmental.” Jim, a teacher whose parents opposed interracial marriage, also prefers a color-blind approach: “If I identify with my skin color, then I’ve already set up a barrier in connecting with anybody else of a different skin tone.”5 Just mentioning someone’s race can seem offensive to people committed to color-blindness. Gerry says, “I’ve seen people like, ‘Oh, there’s a Black person’ and I’m like, ‘What the hell’s up with that?’ Totally disagree . . . it turns my stomach.”

Moderate acquitters have fewer memories of relatives who judged people by their gender, but they apply the same approach to gender as they do to race: it’s best to treat each person as an individual rather than to group them by their demographic characteristics.6 Frank, a construction foreman, maintains: “I don’t see the difference between them. It all depends on the individual you are. I treat men and women the same.” Karl, a small business owner who avoids the news, says the same: “I’m not a big sexist type person. I try to keep up with everybody equally. I feel I’m a strong enough person that I can look through that, whether it’s male or female or if it’s a feminine man or a masculine woman.” Bridj, who repeatedly identifies as a mother of a teenage son, bemoans grouping people by gender, preferring to see people as individuals: “There’s so much negativity. ‘Boys are this, boys are that.’ You know what? It’s not ‘boys are.’ Some boys are. Some girls are. There’s too much lumping everyone together.”

The moral value of focusing on individuals, rather than seeing them as members of demographic groups, may feed into their tendency to acquit. They do not want to think of people as group members, as people with shared experiences due to their race or gender. And they get upset when the media alludes to such patterns, for instance, running headlines that a Black man was shot rather than a person was shot. Being resistant to learning patterns, they often cannot use them as clues to what might be happening in a case. But, as we’ll see ahead, their moral values also lead to occasionally convicting.


“He’s Automatically Categorizing a Whole Genre of People”: Open Definitions That Allow for More Convicting

As previously described, to many moderate acquitters, the epitome of racism and sexism is treating someone according to their race or gender rather than as an individual. When they notice others doing so, they retreat from their usual unstated definition of racism or sexism, one that defines them by malintent. That is, when someone makes assumptions about another person based on race or gender, they do not ask if the speaker intended to harm the targets, intended to make the statement versus misspoke, or if the speaker was not malicious but ignorant. They also retreat from their usual case-focused investigative method, not asking questions about the scenario or giving the accused the benefit of the doubt. Instead, they simply convict, reinforcing their ideas of what’s wrong and what’s right.



Recall Donald Trump’s statement: “When Mexico sends its people, they’re not sending their best. . . . They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists. And some, I assume, are good people.” To more moderate acquitters than motivated acquitters, Donald Trump’s statement is racist. To them, he grouped Mexicans together rather than treating them as individuals, a practice they call racist. As David puts it: “He’s making an assertion about a broad group of people without having knowledge of any particulars.” To Karl, Trump’s statement is also racist because it groups people rather than treating them as individuals: “I think he was just more or less stereotyping them all. That’s what’s happened to this world of ours. We throw everybody in a category.” Bridj makes the same point: “Just to assume that everybody who’s coming here is bad is wrong. Some are bad, some are good.” AJ explains that the statement is racist “because he’s automatically categorizing a whole genre of people.”

Similarly, to nearly all moderate acquitters, talking about female politicians’ appearance more than male politicians’ appearance is sexist. This violates the idea of treating people in a gender-blind manner. In these cases, they convict without regard to the speaker’s intent. As Gus, a private school owner who rarely follows the news, puts it, “Yeah [it’s sexist] because it’s differentiating a woman versus a man.” Roger also says it is sexist as it treats people differently by their group: “I would say yes the media is sexist because they’re talking about only women and not guys.”

Using the logic that it is wrong to treat individuals according to their race and gender, moderate acquitters also convict some policies, programs, and groups as racist and sexist—including those aimed at helping historically marginalized groups. In particular, moderate acquitters think that affirmative action, the NAACP, historically Black colleges, and women-only groups explicitly and intentionally favor people of one race or gender, thereby meeting the definition of racism and sexism in all acquitters’ lenses. They also violate moderate acquitters’ motto, one they attribute to Martin Luther King, Jr.: we should treat people by the content of their character rather than the color of their skin.7 Therefore, they say, these policies and groups are racist and sexist too.8


“The More She Explained It to Me, the More I Understood It”: Open to Evidence That Leads to Convicting

Outside of their desire to treat everyone as an individual and to deplore bigotry, moderate acquitters tend to pay little attention to racism and sexism. With little background knowledge about racism and sexism and little interest in taking a side in debates about them, they have little reason to contort evidence to reach a particular judgment call. They also have more reason to follow their mantra of not grouping people, including accusers. And so they listen to accusations and are open to believing them.



Moderate acquitters are aware of one accusation that had been in the news so often and so recently that even they had heard about it: police mistreat Black people more than white people. Though they use a case-focused investigative method when examining whether a particular police encounter is racist, many are convinced or open to the idea that there is a pattern of discrimination by the police. Amber is convinced that the police are racist: “I think that cops are more trigger happy when it’s a Black person than a white person. Race plays a role in it. I think it does.”a3 Eli also finds allegations of racism against the police to be valid: “[Black people] get pulled over more sometimes for no cause. When they do get pulled over, there’s more likelihood of a flare-up with a police officer even if they’re doing everything they’re supposed to do.”b4 Roger similarly believes some accusations of racism: “It could be that a police officer might just pull them over because of the color of their skin. Maybe they’re in the wrong neighborhood. That can happen. Maybe because they look suspicious because maybe they’re in a rich all-white neighborhood and they’d be like, ‘Well, he don’t look like he belongs.’”a5 Jim shares that he, too, wonders if the police are racist: “People falsely accused—it seems like every couple of months somebody’s getting released from a prison sentence with new evidence, and whether that was racist or not, oftentimes it seems to be because the evidence seems so flimsy for that kind of a crime. And so you make the assumption that it might’ve been a racist act.”b6

In addition, many moderate acquitters are open to the idea that individuals’ accusations capture the truth. Asked if he’s observed racism, Jim talks about his colleagues’ stories, stories he believes: “I’ve had a lot of conversations with coaches who have been in situations where they’ve been treated poorly, not professionally, based on their race. The Black coaches that I’ve worked with, to a person, each had at least one story about a time they’ve been treated unprofessionally either at a conference or by a security guard or at a hotel when they travel.” Nathan, who casts his eyes toward the floor throughout our interview, believes his biracial fiancé’s accusation of racism even though he was present during the situation and had a different interpretation of the events:

Nathan: When we first started dating, we went through a small town in Virginia, and we walked in, and it was like out of a movie. People dropped their forks and turned around and looked at us, and she was like, “We gotta, we gotta go, I can’t be here.” . . . I thought maybe it was just because it was a small town and people didn’t recognize us. That was my impression. But the way she’s described it, I guess she noticed a different expression on people’s faces than I did. She felt very uncomfortable.

Jessi: What makes you believe her rather than your opinion about what happened?

Nathan: I’m oblivious to it.

Eli also believes his friends who tell him that they’ve experienced sexism: “We have friends that are female doctors, and they’ve shared that sometimes they have a male colleague tell a patient the same thing they told them. The patient ignored them but listened to the male.” Frank is also open to believing his wife’s claim of sexism, even though he was initially skeptical: “My wife is an extremely intelligent woman. At one point she was a manager for a big-box retail company. There were times where she was making as much as $20,000 less than a male. That’s significant. At first I told her, ‘You’re crazy. There’s no way.’ The more she explained it to me, the more I understood it.”

Moderate acquitters then are open to convicting in a few cases. Not attached to holding one position, they convict those who violate their moral code, doing so without knowing their intent. And they remain open to accusers’ claims, believing them at times. They then issue less consistent judgment calls. Usually they use narrow definitions and the investigative method to acquit, but occasionally they depart from these definitions and methods to convict.


What Can Be Done: Treat Everyone as an Individual

Moderate acquitters see racism and sexism as rare, but they know they occur. Many have observed their relatives saying and doing abhorrent things and assume there are others like them. Not surprisingly, their solutions for ending racism and sexism relate to what they see as the problem: grouping, hating, and dividing people by race and gender.



Several moderate acquitters say that the solution is to stop classifying people. Asked how to end racism, Holly shares: “We should just stop classing people and putting them in groups.” Asked the same, Frank states: “I think the solution is people loving each other and people being kind to each other. Seeing people for people and not the color of their skin or their sexuality.” Josh, a supply-chain director, also says the solution to ending racism and sexism is to stop classifying people, and he sees classification ending if we stop paying attention to the issues: “I think the more attention you give it, the more it’s in people’s minds, and the more they think about how people are different because of their race. Instead of focusing on knowing the people around you and having relationships with the people around you, you’re now focusing on some arbitrary physical characteristic and grouping individuals into some faceless monolith that is meaningless.” Bridj wants the media, in particular, to stop classifying people: “The media needs to stop othering people. Stop segregating people. Stop saying it’s this, it’s that. Just start being color-blind in the media. Start reporting it as A did this to B. Not a Black person did this to a white person, a white person did this to a Black person, an Asian did this to that. Just report the facts, you know? A man hit a woman. A woman hit [a man]. . . . You know, we don’t need to hear that. The color of their skin shouldn’t matter.”9

Seeing racism and sexism as related to individual-level mistreatment, moderate acquitters also recommend educating the next generation to treat everyone as an individual. Gus shares: “I think the solution is imposing knowledge on people that everyone, that all people are people.” Karl says about ending racism and sexism: “I would say it has to do with their upbringing. It comes back to that. It seems to always come back to that. That a child is innocent, doesn’t know the difference. We teach them right and wrong. So we have to teach ‘em.” Deb, a receptionist, makes the same point about ending sexism: “I really think that if parents raise their kids to respect everybody, not just girls, not just boys. I feel like a lot of parents these days are dropping the ball. They’re not teaching respect for humans.”

Still, not all moderate acquitters are hopeful that racism and sexism will ever truly end. Several agree with Bridj’s view: “There’s always going to be someone that doesn’t like someone because of their sex, their color, their religion. You can’t get rid of it. You just can’t. You can hopefully make it, which I think it has become, unpopular, and you can make it more taboo so that it’s not as prevalent, but I don’t think it’ll ever go away.”


Unaware Jurors: Open to Persuasion by the Prosecution

Moderate acquitters have few strong beliefs about racism and sexism, with some even unaware of what they are. They’re also not strong members of a political team. While they lean conservative, most consume little political news, do not identify as strong Republicans, and see themselves as largely apolitical. The only relevant view they feel strongly about is that everyone should be treated equally and as an individual, rather than as a member of a group. They then defend this belief but few others. Without needing to affirm many beliefs or show allegiance to a team, they are relatively open to evidence that contradicts their tendency to acquit and are quick to convict those who violate their moral code. They usually use narrow definitions and the investigative method to acquit, but sometimes they use broader definitions, pattern-match, and convict.



For the purposes of identifying sources of unfair inequalities, moderate acquitters’ lack of knowledge is double-edged. Their scant knowledge of patterns of mistreatment makes it difficult for them to see cases of it that are not overt or that others do not help them see. Unaware of many unfair inequalities, they also do little to try to fix them.10 At the same time, along with their detachment from political and sometimes social groups, it is precisely their unawareness that makes them open to evidence that could lead them to convict sometimes. They do less than others to see what they already believed, as they have few firm beliefs about racism and sexism.

Moderate acquitters’ desire to treat everyone equally and as an individual is also double-edged. Their desire to uphold this belief leads them to convict cases in which perpetrators treat individuals as members of a group. Doing so helps them see when members of groups are unfairly maligned, rather than to justify maligning statements, as motivated acquitters often do. Their preference to treat everyone as an individual also means that they don’t assume that all accusers have flawed motives that render their claims dismissible without investigation, as many motivated acquitters do. But their desire to see everyone as an individual and not also as a group member makes it difficult for them to recognize that people are treated in patterned ways according to their race and gender. Framing it as racist or sexist when others point out patterns—for instance, that women often face domestic violence rather than that people experience it—makes it hard for them to learn about the disproportionate harms that some groups face.

And so, despite that their unawareness and desire to treat everyone as an individual has some positive features, it does more harm than good. It’s hard to identify unfair inequalities when one knows so little about how they tend to play out, hard to convict many sources of unfair inequalities when they are against grouping people even to help them, and hard to convict actual sources of inequality when they focus on such a limited range of mistreatment. Thus, while their unawareness and morality allow them to make more accurate judgment calls than motivated acquitters, it still allows many sources of unfair inequalities to go unchecked.

Moreover, their approach makes it difficult to combat inequalities in other ways. They try to spread a color-blind and gender-blind ideology, one that wants to treat people equally despite their unequal opportunities. They come by this approach honestly; having grown up witnessing their elders spew hate and argue for racial segregation, they have learned to see racism and sexism as about hatred and division. Their color-blind and gender-blind approach is useful for avoiding these blatant forms of prejudice; not treating someone differently according to their race or gender can in fact minimize group-based hate and separation. But a method for identifying the sources of minimizing racial and gender inequality, not just racial and gender hatred and division, requires knowledge of how groups are treated. And so, for our goals—though, notably, not theirs—we’ll need a method of making judgment calls that leaves behind their color-and gender-blindness while incorporating their open-mindedness.

Though we do not endorse moderate acquitters’ methods of making judgment calls, we also see it as important to deflate some false ideas about them. Some have spent their time dealing with long-term drug addictions, caring for disabled children or elderly parents, or trying to get out of poverty. Others have struggled with interpreting social cues and social knowledge; it isn’t just information about race and gender that they haven’t grasped. Some have been isolated, which has given them little opportunity to observe how different people are treated. We suspect, then, that most are not trying to ignore patterns of racial and gender mistreatment to maintain white or male privilege, as some believe about them. Rather, many are too overwhelmed with other challenges to give race and gender issues much thought.

Moderate convictors, whom we meet in the next chapter, share moderate acquitters’ relative open-mindedness toward evidence. But they start with more knowledge of patterns of how mistreatment tends to play out, making their approach the closest to the one we’ll recommend.



Notes

a1 Background fact: Blind people do “see” race and make decisions about relationships based on it (Obasogie 2014).



a2 Background fact: Young white people express less racial resentment and believe less in racial stereotypes than older white people, but large percentages of young white people still hold some prejudiced views or are apathetic about contributing to change (DeSante and Watts Smith 2020; Forman and Lewis 2015).

a3 Background fact: Researchers are debating the reasons why Black people are shot by police at disproportionate rates. Some say police are more ‘trigger happy’ around Black people (Peeples 2019). Supporting this perspective, among people shot by the police, people of color are less likely to be armed than white people and less likely to be actively attacking anyone at the time of the shooting (Nix et al. 2017). Other research finds that Black people are disproportionately shot by police because they stop more Black people than white people (Fryer 2019; Menifield, Shin, and Strother 2019).

b4 Background facts: Higher shares of Black people than white people are pulled over for investigatory stops (Epp, Maynard-Moody, and Haider-Markel 2014). When police interact with Black people, more tends to go wrong than when they interact with white people (Fryer 2019).

a5 Background fact: Black people driving in wealthy white neighborhoods are particularly likely to be pulled over by the police (Meehan and Ponder 2002).

b6 Background fact: Black people are more often falsely convicted and later exonerated than people of other races. Innocent Black people are seven times more likely to be falsely convicted of murder than innocent white people, and three and a half times more likely to be falsely convicted of sexual assault (Gross, Possley, and Stephens 2017).


SEVEN

Moderate Convictors

“I’ve Seen It Firsthand”

Like all convictors, moderate convictors use broad definitions and algorithmic methods to make and justify their judgment calls. But they sometimes switch to using narrower definitions and sometimes take counterevidence into account. Doing so, they occasionally acquit, even as they tend to convict.

Moderate convictors are not as surrounded by the liberal side of the debate around racism and sexism as many motivated convictors are. The typical moderate convictor is a Democrat, but, among the people we talked to, there is plenty of variation. On both racism and sexism, out of every ten moderate convictors, approximately four are Democrats, three to four are independents, and the remainder are Republicans.1 Moderate convictors’ varied affiliations reflect several facts: that, on sexism, they are our largest group; that the Republican platform is now centered on only a small number of gender issues; and that they wear their political identities loosely. They are similar to moderate acquitters in that they are not avid followers of the news, and, compared to the motivated, the news they do follow is not partisan. When they watch news, it is mostly local. A few also listen to or read international sources like the BBC and The Guardian. They are also more likely than motivated convictors to live in rural areas, potentially farther from heated discussions about racism and sexism.

In our sample, about two-thirds of moderate convictors grew up in the working class, and about two-thirds are in working-class positions as adults. As mostly working-class people, they are not commonly in jobs that provide training about institutional racism and sexism or that encourage them to think about racism and sexism in particular ways. Many have also faced hardships, including financial difficulties, repeated job changes, and traumas. Rather than combining their experiences with an ethic of not complaining, as motivated acquitters do, they use their experiences to side with the underdog and to empathize with people of color and women.2 But having endured so many troubles themselves as whites, and, for some, as men, they also tend to see some unequal outcomes as resulting from factors besides racism and sexism.

One of the moderate convictors is Eliza. A self-described introvert with a Puerto Rican boyfriend, she was raised by a pilot and an airplane stewardess in a small, rural New England town. She was not a fan of high school; she says it’s traumatic for a lot of people, and she dislikes the popularity contests. As a teenager, she left high school to move across the country and pursue an acting and modeling career. It didn’t work out, so she moved on, obtaining a college degree, then working at a talent agency, as a pool girl, and in a variety of jobs in childcare and education. At the time of the interview, she worked as a special education teacher, a job she loves because “I really like working with—I call them—the underdogs or the rebels or other ragamuffins.” Politically, Eliza considers herself an independent who usually sides with the Democrats. In 2016, she voted for Bernie Sanders in the primaries and Hillary Clinton in the general election. She watches enough news to know the major stories but is not immersed in the debates about racism and sexism. At times, she feels confused by them.

Another moderate convictor is Lewey. He’s a gaunt man with a ponytail and comb-over. Lewey says his childhood was hard. “I had seriously debilitating emotional issues,” he told us. He made few friends as a child. As a teenager, he made friends who were outsiders like him: “You had a group of people that were preparing for college and ardently studying and pleasing teachers and making numbers, and there was the group that I belonged to that were less motivated in academics and more motivated in socializing. They were the people that just fell through the cracks. The untouchable kind.”

Lewey left home at age eighteen and went to live in what he describes as “the hood . . . just Black people trying to survive in a hard situation.” He empathized with them, seeing his new neighbors as going through hard times, just like him. He also began cycling through many types of work: flooring, driving a delivery truck, and servicing arcade machines. He has also cycled through families, abandoning his parents and siblings, then trying to make it work with different women and their children. It hasn’t been easy: “I have my own nuclear family that I’ve been trying to grow, and that’s falling apart miserably too.” He currently lives with a long-term partner.

Politically, Lewey identifies as an independent. He voted for Donald Trump in the 2016 election but regrets it immensely, even telling us that “Trump sycophant” is the worst possible insult. He gets his news from an international source, the BBC.

Tiffany is also a moderate convictor. She considers herself a former tomboy and then a former head-turner; she’s now approaching fifty with dyed reddish-brown hair, quirky glasses, and earrings she designed. Like other moderate convictors, she grew up with a difficult life. For most of her childhood, her mother was dying from cancer, and her father’s wages as a roofer did not fully cover her mother’s medical bills. She hung out with the punk-rock crowd, outsiders with hard lives like hers; three of them were accidentally killed, spillovers of the gang violence rampant in her school. After leaving home, she obtained her real estate license and worked as a realtor, but she left the industry after her colleague was assaulted by a man posing as a client. She then went into financial sales, which she enjoyed, before becoming a stay-at-home mother and then a jewelry designer. She was married three times, including to one man who told her he didn’t want her to work so that she would not be able to leave him, and to men who she thought wanted to use her as “eye candy.” She connects her difficulties to her empathy for other women, the poor, and people of color. Politically, she’s liberal; she’s never voted for a Republican. She gets her news from YouTube, watching clips from across the political spectrum.

These and other moderate convictors believe that racism and sexism are common. But they aren’t very attached to groups that promote these views—not through politics, partisan news, work, or their upbringings. And so while they, like everyone, come to see the world in ways that affirm their beliefs, they do so less than many others. They are open to seeing moments when racism and sexism didn’t happen but when other issues did. Like others, they do so through the definitions they use and the evidence they consider, convicting some sources of mistreatment and inequality, overlooking others, and acquitting some cases that contain little proof of wrongdoing.


“Her Intentions Were in the Right Place”: Individual-Level Isms and Open Definitions That Enable Acquitting

Moderate convictors tend to focus on individual-level instances of racial and gender mistreatment rather than institutional ones. They regularly observe such mistreatment in their own lives and use their observations of discrete events to conclude that there’s a pattern of them. Elaine, a certified nursing assistant who was homeless for a time and who watches the local news, talks of her white boss refusing to rent assisted living spaces to Black people. She also recalls that a white stranger threw coffee on her Black husband while calling him a n[*****] and asked his girlfriend at the time why she was dating a monkey. Similarly, Lewey recalls a time when he witnessed racism, raising an individual-level example:



They used to throw money, used to throw quarters and pennies, mostly pennies down the hall, and I don’t know if the Blacks—I’m not sure what their mindset would have been, but the Blacks would see money rolling down the hall, and they would grab it because it was money, and they wanted money. They thought it was funny. And the whites thought it was funny to throw nickels and watch people jumping and running for pennies and stuff.

Gavin, the restaurant worker from chapter 1, also focuses on interpersonal racism. He tells us about the racism he notices: “Just down the block here is [a burger restaurant where]. . . . if a Black person comes in there, they’ll serve them, but it’s very ambivalent, and very like ‘whatever.’ It’s 2020, that shouldn’t be a thing, but it’s there.” Kevin, a retail worker who reads the BBC website, talks of individual-level mistreatment too. Shortly after Barack Obama was elected to be president, a customer answered Kevin’s “how are you doing” with: “I was doing fine until I realized I was in a communist society and it’s being overrun by n[*****s].” Toby shares: “I’ve seen it firsthand that [my] previous employer, first thing out of their mouth [when we were hiring] was, ‘What color were they?’” Talking about the adults in her hometown, Tiffany adds another individual-level example: “They would use derogatory terms a lot and ‘those people.’ ‘Those people do that. Don’t hang around those people.’”

Similarly, regarding sexism, Melody, a technology sales trainer who doesn’t follow the news closely, talks about how her boss is harder on her than her male colleagues, a practice he told her he does purposefully to ready her to compete against men. Todd, who hasn’t owned a television in fifteen years but who occasionally checks the BBC website, sees sexism in individual-level instances too: “I’ve had bosses that, of course, when I walk in, they’re not giving me a hug, but when the girls walk in, they’re giving them a hug.” Rick, a local television producer, also focuses on individual-level mistreatment when considering sexism: “I found the workplace to be extremely sexist against women. I’ve seen male managers talk down to women of all ages. I’ve seen sexual references. I’ve seen hugs where—I’ve seen things that you would not do with another man.” Gina, an older truck driver who tends to vote for Republicans, sees sexism in individual-level mistreatment too:

Gina: The most blatant one would be having to fight into some of the early jobs I got. Having to prove over and beyond that I could do the work, almost to a point of putting myself in danger. I should have had more hours. I should have had an escort. I really had to fight for what I got.

Tom (research assistant): What was it that made you think that this is sexism?

Gina: Because the same guys would be given an escort for the same job that I had. They would get more money. They wouldn’t be questioned. If I took an extra half hour or an extra hour doing the exact same run for New York, they’d want to know why, what accident, what town were you by when you had the accident. They would look it up and see if there really was an accident there. The guys were lying all the time. If my truck broke down, I must have done something.

Not only in workplaces do moderate convictors notice individual-level sexism. Tiffany remembers being judged for how clean her house was and how she dressed, while her husband wasn’t judged on either. Bonnie, a yoga teacher and former drug addict, remembers her Baptist church leaders telling her: “The woman is subservient to the man. Man is the head of the household, makes all decisions.” When they tell these first-person stories, most moderate convictors use a tone of indignation at the unfairness; others sound resigned to how things are.

Since moderate convictors tend to stick to focusing on individual-level moments of racism and sexism, they sometimes slip into using acquitters’ definitions, ones that center on individuals’ intent. In some cases, they acquit when there is a negative outcome but no evidence of malintent.

We ask our respondents about the following vignette:


[image: ]

A Black woman gives a public presentation. After the talk, a white person approaches her to tell her that the talk was great and she was impressed at how articulate she was. The presenter thought the audience member was implying that most black people are not articulate. The white woman meant it as a compliment, but later found out that the presenter was offended.



While all convictors generally focus on outcomes, in responding to this story, most moderate convictors do not. Instead, most mention the audience member’s positive intentions and acquit her of racism. Rose, a medical biller and Democrat who watches CNN and local news, explains why she acquits: “Her intentions were in the right spot.” Dylan, a semiconductor maker and a Democratic-leaning independent who mostly watches local news, gives the same reason: “I don’t think there was any real bad intent about it.” Joe, a grocery store stocker whose mother taught him to stand up for underdogs, suggests the same: “Most people are not very articulate [at] public speaking. So I think she [the audience member] probably did not mean it the way that she [the speaker] felt she meant it.” Eliza agrees: “I think that she was just seeing the Black woman as a professional and giving her a compliment based on being a professional woman. I don’t feel like the white girl did anything wrong.”3

In addition, recall that we also asked about the following scenario:

A man is in the hospital. Someone comes in to take care of him. He assumes the person in front of him is a nurse and says, “Hello, nurse.” The woman is not a nurse but a doctor. She corrects him and looks annoyed. Is the man being sexist?

The majority of moderate convictors say that the patient is being sexist, doing so by situating the case in a pattern and focusing on the negative outcome for the doctor. Still, 30% of moderate convictors that we spoke to, compared to less than 5% of motivated convictors, acquit the patient. The moderate convictors who acquit do so because they see the patient as lacking malintent. Tessa, an occupational therapist who deeply values empathy, is aware of the pattern: “That happens so often, and that comes from my own personal experience.” Still, she thinks the patient made a reasonable mistake, not one filled with malintent, and so she acquits:

I don’t think it’s really a sexist thing. I think that when you are a patient and you’re in a hospital and you don’t know anybody around you, you don’t know that if there’s a color code system, that somebody’s a nurse’s aide or a doctor or a respiratory therapist or an occupational therapist, everybody calls you a nurse.

Todd acquits as well, seeing no intent to harm: “I don’t think he did anything wrong. I could see her possibly being annoyed by it if it happens all the time. Did he mean it disrespectfully? Well [if he had], he probably wouldn’t have said hello.” Vincent, a moderate convictor on sexism but a motivated convictor on racism, also acquits due to the lack of evidence of malintent: “No [it’s not sexist]. He’s probably just a bit ignorant, or it’s a habit.” Occasionally focusing on malintent and not finding evidence of it, moderate convictors sometimes acquit.

Focusing on individual-level mistreatment and having only loose ideological commitments, many moderate convictors are also open to convicting both for racism and sexism and for reverse racism and sexism. To them, anyone can mistreat anyone due to their race or gender, even if it’s more often white people and men who are guilty.

Recall that we ask respondents who is racist, if anyone, when a white man calls his neighbor the n-word and his Black neighbor responds by calling him white trash. To moderate convictors, this is an easy question to answer: both men used racial slurs, so both are behaving in racist ways. As Melody puts it: “Because they’re both calling each other racist terms, then they’re both being racist.” Doug, a liberal restaurant worker, agrees: “Both. They’re both using slurs and insults against each other.” Todd convicts both men as well: “They both called each other a derogatory term. Whether he [the Black man] would have done that had this one [the white man] not said that, it remains to be seen. But yeah. They both stooped down to it.”

Similarly, moderate convictors see sexism as targeting both women and men. Sofia, an urban architect who votes for both Democrats and Republicans, gives one example of sexism against women then adds that it can go against men too: “Maybe if it’s a man hiring, he’d prefer to work with a man by his side or thinks the man can do a better job than the woman can. Even if they both have the same qualifications or even if the woman is a little more qualified.” She adds: “I guess that would maybe be sexism too, if the woman is [like], ‘Well, I’m only going to hire a woman instead of a man,’ then that’s a form of sexism as well.” Toby, a former IT project manager and now a restaurant manager, gives examples of sexism that show he is open to seeing it as going both ways as well. He defines sexism this way: “The blatant disrespect for women or even men. Where you’re taking away certain opportunities based on sex, or you’re judging or saying, ‘Oh, she’s a woman, she doesn’t think clearly.’ . . . [Or] ‘Oh, he’s a man, he should be out lifting lumber and throwing concrete.’” Charlotte, an artist, cashier, and Democrat-leaning independent, finds some common tropes sexist against women and men:

Charlotte: The idea that boys will be boys or something like that, where rape victims are not believed most of the time, are blamed most of the time because it’s just assumed that men are animals. It’s so offensive to them.

Betsy: You’re saying it’s offensive to men too.

Charlotte: Yes. When you really look at it, of course, it’s detrimental to women, but at the same time, it’s offensive [to say] that you can’t control yourself because someone wore a short skirt.

Still, while these moderate convictors occasionally use intent-based definitions, ones that lead them to convict some people of reverse racism and sexism, their judgment calls and stories focus on mistreatment committed by dominant social groups.


“I Don’t Think You Can Automatically Say It’s Racist”: Open to Evidence That Leads to Acquitting

Moderate convictors tend to remain open to evidence that racism and sexism did not occur. They rarely case-infer, as motivated convictors often do. If they know a pattern, they mention whether or not they are aware of a case; they do not assume they know one. For instance, when we ask if they remember hearing racial insults as children, moderate convictors either relay specific insults they heard or say they did not hear them. When asked if he heard the n-word growing up, Todd remembers a specific detail: “They [the teachers] dropped it like the F-bomb.” Eric, a business analyst and Democratic-leaning independent who watches CNN and local news, remembers specific details as well:



Jessi: Did you hear racial insults from other kids?

Eric: Yep. So several times where we had a sporting event against another school from a bigger town. Yeah, I did hear things. Yes.

Jessi: Who were they directed at?

Eric: The kids of color.

Jessi: Black or Hispanic or?

Eric: Mostly Black.

Jessi: What kind of things would they say?

Eric: Oh, the n-word was shouted. Oh yeah.

Jessi: What did the adults do?

Eric: Some of them were adults.

Doug also remembers specifics: “I heard various words. I think spics, n[*****]s, the heebs, the wops.”

When moderate convictors do not remember hearing racial insults growing up, they say so, rather than that they must have heard them because there is a pattern of hearing them, as motivated convictors often say. Melody says she has never heard the n-word used as an insult, though she has heard the word used: “The only time I’ve really heard the n-word was in either singing songs that had that lyric in it or just being stupid and joking around saying it to each other. Not ever have I seen or heard someone say it to an African American person.” Eliza answers the question of whether she heard racial insults by saying what she remembers, not what she assumes must have happened: “No. The girls that we were friends with who have a little bit of darker complexion, I never heard them being harassed.” Elaine, who is aware of her boss’s racism and the racism that her Black husband experiences, gives a simple answer when asked if she heard racial insults when she was growing up: “No.” In this way, moderate convictors do not infer that cases must exist but consider the evidence before them.

Moderate convictors also tend to see more viable alternative explanations to racism and sexism than motivated convictors. In doing so, they ease up on the algorithmic approach, questioning whether the case they are examining fits the pattern of racism or sexism or whether a different pattern or idiosyncrasy better explains it.

For example, recall that we ask respondents about the following scenario:

A man whose parents were from Mexico and a white man both have heart attacks. Doctors try their best to save both of them. The Mexican man dies because the hospital in his neighborhood didn’t have a specialized cardiac unit. The white man lives because the hospital in his neighborhood did have that unit. Is this an example of racism? Why or why not?

While most moderate convictors believe this is an example of racism, as most motivated convictors do, a sizable minority do not. Those who acquit tend to do so because they consider alternative explanations to what happened that are unrelated to race. For instance, Seth, a social worker who watches CNN and FOX and who reads the New York Times, begins by seeing the story as reflecting a pattern of unequal outcomes but then changes his mind as he considers a counternarrative: “I guess I would have to say yes [it’s racist] because I believe that everyone deserves the exact same health care that the next person receives. . . . But that’s really tough because I don’t think every hospital is going to be exactly the same. For example, in some cities, there’s one major cardiac unit, and if they took him to the closest hospital, some hospitals are going to be better equipped than others. I don’t think you can automatically say it’s racist.” Toby is also not convinced that racism is the only explanation for what happened. He can think of several more: “You could look at it as a racist, but it’s absolutely not because, again, [maybe] the piece of equipment that the Mexican man needed was broken that day.” He adds another possibility: “It could be that this hospital doesn’t specialize in cardiac, this hospital does.” He considers a third possibility: “Who knows about the underlying conditions. Maybe the white guy was a health nut and had a heart attack. The Hispanic guy was a heavy smoker and a heavy drinker, his body just said enough. Or it could be reversed.” To Toby, there are simply too many nonracial possibilities to conclude that the situation is about racism.

Similarly, we ask respondents whether sexism had anything to do with why Hillary Clinton lost the 2016 election. Nearly all motivated convictors say sexism played a role in why Clinton lost, while just under half of moderate convictors do. The moderate convictors who acquit believe that sexism is common but question whether Clinton’s loss best fits into patterns of sexism. Lewey states that women are treated as “lesser on the scale to the men for some reason,” and “historically, we haven’t had a lot of women leaders . . . in terms of power and politics.” Still, Lewey does not put Hillary Clinton’s electoral loss in these patterns, instead introducing an alternative explanation: “Sexism didn’t cost her the presidency, the electoral college cost her the presidency.” Tiffany, who sees herself as experiencing a litany of sexist mistreatment, including her father telling her to prioritize marriage over school and work, does not put Clinton’s loss in this pattern of perceptions about women either. Instead, she finds an alternative explanation more convincing: “I think Russia had something to do with why Hillary lost.” Stacey is a moderate convictor on sexism and a moderate acquitter on racism. She believes she and her female colleagues have experienced sexism at work, having been passed over, looked down on, and discounted. She also does not relate Clinton’s loss to a pattern of women being discounted but focuses on an explanation that has little to do with gender: “People are tired of politicians, and that is the reason that Trump did as well as he did, because he was not a politician. They’re looking for change. Politicians are not trusted the way that they should be, and that’s what hurt her the most, is she was a politician.”

Additionally, recall that we ask respondents:

A guidance counselor catches a teacher in the hallway and asks her which of her students should be put in an advanced math course next year. The teacher quickly responds, naming six students who get As in her class. She later realized that five of the six students she named were boys. There were other girls in her class that also received As. Did the teacher respond in a sexist way? Why or why not?

Most moderate convictors convict the teacher of sexism. However, we follow up by asking our respondents if they would consider the teacher sexist if the boys had slightly higher A-grades than the girls. Moderate convictors, unlike motivated convictors, tend to switch to acquitting. To them, the new information provides evidence of the absence of sexism, evidence that the teacher acted upon merit rather than gender. Doug explains: “It’d be different [if the boys have slightly higher grades]. I think things should be merit-based as much as possible.” Dylan agrees: “If it’s based on grades and since the boys have better grades than the girls, then that’s how it should go.” Bonnie also sees the new information as evidence against sexism: “Then they had higher grades and should be given the reward of that. . . . If they have the higher grades, then they deserve it.”


What Can Be Done: Individuals Must Change

Moderate convictors do not agree on how to alleviate racism and sexism. But they do offer common types of solutions: individual-level remedies. They propose solutions such as teaching children to be kind to others; educating people on what racism and sexism look like, that it’s more than using slurs; exposing people to different races; issuing fines for racism and sexism; electing a female president; having a star woman on a football team; helping men to feel masculine in ways that do not demean women; telling boys and girls that they can do anything; and waiting for the older generation to die off. This diversity of views suggests that they are less immersed in a political ideology; they see racism and sexism as lying within the individual, but they do not have a ready-made solution at hand.




Thinking It Through: Jurors Somewhat Open to Counterevidence

Moderate convictors’ ways of making judgment calls are the closest to the method we’ll recommend. Like all convictors, they often use algorithmic methods, pattern-matching without case-investigating, assuming others’ biases, replacing evidence with counterfactual thinking, and relying on one person’s account of what happened. But at least occasionally, they ask more questions about the case, seeking to better understand it before reaching a verdict. Sometimes they weigh alternative explanations. Sometimes they consider that the case may not exemplify a pattern of how race or gender inequality often plays out. And when situations are minor one-off events, they sometimes switch to an intent-based definition that’s proportional to the circumstances. Open to more definitions and more evidence, they use less motivated reasoning than motivated convictors and acquitters and do not reach the same judgment call every time. Taken together, these methods and definitions are useful. They’re patient and truth-seeking, just the characteristics needed to identify cases where unfair inequalities arise while also minimizing unfounded accusations.



But their methods aren’t perfect. In addition to too often relying on algorithmic methods alone, they miss one key part of identifying the sources of unfair inequalities: a focus on institutional rules and practices. Without this focus, they overlook some primary ways that inequalities are created and miss a primary route to fixing them. Doing so can make lives harder for people of color and women, as they don’t center their judgment calls on the profound hardships that some institutional policies and practices create.

These moderate convictors don’t fit the profile some would imagine of convictors: they’re mostly working-class white people. Indeed, being working class may be a key part of their moderation. The patterns they notice are often aggregations of what they’ve observed rather than ones they’ve learned through college courses or diversity education, so they’re more aware that cases can be complicated and don’t always reflect the pattern of what usually happens. Their aggregation of discrete events also keeps them focused on individuals more than groups, so they’re less interested in using judgment calls to convict entire groups in a blanketed way. They’ve faced hardships themselves, so they know that they stem from many causes; racism and sexism aren’t the (only) sources of their problems, so they’re prone to look for alternative explanations too. They also pay less attention to the news, identify less with a political team, and are less likely to live and work in spaces where liberal ideas about racism and sexism are propagated, so they’re less invested in making a particular judgment call. And so rather than being bigoted, ignorant, or irrational, as the white working class are too often called,4 they are instead better than other types of convictors and acquitters at pinpointing where racism and sexism are and where they are not.

Indeed, this is a group that breaks stereotypes. They are mostly working class, but they do not fit the popular stereotypes of a white working class resentful that others are cutting in line to get rewards owed to them.5 Most are not college educated, but they do not fit the stereotype of being less rational than those who went to college. Instead, compared to some college-educated motivated convictors, many moderate convictors consider some evidence more carefully. They also mostly live in rural areas, places sometimes stereotyped as more regressive about racial and gender issues, a description that doesn’t fit them at all. Overall, they are a reminder that people’s demographic identities tell us little about how they make judgment calls. These working-class and rural white people tend to make judgment calls in particular ways, while other working-class and rural white people use other methods to make other judgment calls.

Still, this group of mostly working-class moderate convictors has imperfect ways of making judgment calls. To identify and rectify racial and gender inequalities, we need a new way of making judgment calls, one that we now offer.


EIGHT

A Better Method for Making Judgment Calls

You will often be called on to give your opinion about whether something is racist or sexist.

As a voter, friend, family member, and social media follower, and maybe also as a parent, student, coworker, scholar, or activist, you will often be asked to answer the questions our respondents faced: “Is this racist?” and “Is that sexist?”

No matter what you decide, your judgment calls will have an impact. And the impact will be especially profound if you teach in or run a school, work in human resources or management, have a large media platform, or serve as an elected official.

So what judgment calls will you make?


How to Make Better Judgment Calls

It cannot be the case that the ideal way to make judgment calls is the way that affirms our existing beliefs. When white conservatives do this, they uphold the unequal status quo. When white liberals do this, they challenge the unequal status quo but also divert attention, and potentially resources, away from actual inequalities. Though white liberals’ motivated reasoning does more to challenge inequality than white conservatives’ motivated reasoning, a more evidence-based approach could lessen inequality further by more accurately convicting its sources. We recommend a new way of making judgment calls that is more evidence-based than belief-based and that strives to decrease racism and sexism as we define them.



All definitions of racism and sexism are subjective and ideological—acquitters’, convictors’, and ours, as well as ones not represented by our respondents. We choose definitions directed at unequal treatment that produces unequal outcomes for people of different races and genders. Therefore, we define racism and sexism as patterns of unequal treatment based on race or gender, unequal outcomes caused by patterns of unequal treatment, and the intent to mistreat others due to their race or gender. From this definition, we exclude unequal treatment designed to rectify past discrimination by race or gender.

There are several aspects of this definition we want to emphasize. First, we focus on patterns of mistreatment more than one-time events, for example focusing on doctors who repeatedly give less pain medication to patients of color rather than on one doctor who undertreated one patient. To us, one-time events should be referred to as racist or sexist only if they were intentionally inflicted; otherwise, racism and sexism should refer to interactions or institutions that repeatedly favor or mistreat people based on their race or gender, intentionally or unintentionally. Second, our definition allows racism and sexism to apply to individual and institutional acts, to demeaning jokes as well as banks’ lending algorithms that favor white and male borrowers.1 Third, we call it racist or sexist when there are disparate outcomes by race or gender stemming from historical patterns of injustice, without a present-day perpetrator, such as racially disparate homeownership rates due to now-outlawed racial restrictions in deeds. Fourth, to label something only racist or sexist, unequal treatment based on race or gender should be the primary cause of the inequality. If a policy or practice primarily affects another group, such as when COVID-relief unemployment benefits didn’t go to some poor people and immigrants,2 then the other inequity, such as classism or nativism, needs to be acknowledged and not reduced to racism alone. Lastly, efforts such as affirmative action in hiring that address long-standing inequalities that disadvantage people of color and women should not be defined as reverse racism or sexism.

To identify whether an interaction or institution meets our definition, we recommend an evidence-based approach that combines elements of pattern-focused algorithmic methods and case-focused investigative methods. Like convictors, we suggest asking ourselves if the case at hand matches a pattern of how people tend to be treated differently by race and gender, either by individuals or institutions. But, unlike how convictors often proceed, we recommend scanning through multiple possible patterns for a fit with race or gender-based mistreatment, rather than framing the case with the first pattern that comes to mind. For example, a police shooting of an unarmed Black man may fit a pattern of that individual officer’s biased behavior, a police precinct’s culture of aggressive behavior oriented at people of color, and/or overpolicing that neighborhood. Our first step is to identify the many patterns of racial and gender mistreatment that might match the case.

If the case matches one or more patterns, we suggest not jumping to conclusions; just because a case fits a pattern does not mean that the pattern best characterizes the case. Instead, patterns alert us to a place to look; they do not provide conclusive evidence about any particular case. And so we advocate asking questions about the case to learn whether it truly fits any of the patterns. Doing so means using aspects of the acquitters’ investigative approach: diving into the details of the case, asking questions, gathering evidence, and considering that the case may better fit another pattern, one not about race or gender.

Just as we ask ourselves about the details of the case, we also want to gather evidence about whether the case is part of a localized pattern. Does the pattern that exists at a national level exist among the particular individuals or institutions at hand, or, for those involved, was this a one-time event? If there is a pattern, we want to ask about alternative sources of it. Is the pattern small enough that it could have occurred by chance? As everyone is mistreated from time to time, is the pattern larger than what we’d expect if people in all groups experienced equal amounts of mistreatment? If we discover that the act was a one-time event and not part of a pattern, is there concrete, not suppositional, evidence that one person intended to harm another based on their race or gender? Along the same lines, we recommend relying on data as opposed to counterfactuals that favor any group, refraining from inferring strangers’ intentions, and evaluating the evidence rather than preemptively giving anyone the benefit of the doubt.

We should use this information to make judgment calls carefully. Sometimes we should conclude that the situation falls into a gray area, with mixed evidence for convicting or acquitting. With such ambiguous judgment calls, we can keep an eye on the situation and not act prematurely. But if we find evidence of a pattern of mistreatment at the local level—that is, by the specific individuals or institutions accused—then we should convict without unnecessarily shaming well-meaning individuals. We can try to fix the problem and prevent the pattern from repeating, working with local stakeholders and experts to identify solutions that are likely to work.

We call this approach the surveyor approach, an analogy that takes us outside the metaphorical courtroom. The courtroom metaphor works well to highlight how people decide questions of innocence and guilt. But jurors go home after issuing a verdict, rather than getting personally involved in rectifying the situation. So we now suggest a different metaphor: we want everyone to act like surveyors, focused on taking careful measures of the landscape and working to improve it.

Surveyors use their training in geological and topographical patterns to consider what problems they may run into at a local site; they take measurements of the plot of land in question to see if the problems exist there; and some collaborate with builders as they fix existing problems and construct something new. In our approach, surveyors take the same three perspectives: broadly, considering the patterned ways inequities typically play out, including ones that occur underground, buried in history, that can’t be observed with the naked eye; narrowly, investigating whether the problem exists at the specific case site, or what else might be going on with the plot of land; and forward, determining how to build something sturdy. Skilled surveyors are also careful and ethical. They double-check measurements, are transparent about their findings, publicize their results whether the investigation uncovers problems or not, and are pro-truth and anti-exaggeration. They also spend most of their time focused on what’s important: the problems that come up multiple times on the same site, rather than one-off and minor issues that cause comparatively little harm.

Anyone can act as a surveyor on questions of racism or sexism. Surveyors may have formal roles in which they make judgment calls, including as managers, journalists, or literal judges, or they may be bystanders without any standing in the case. They may hold the social identities frequently targeted by discrimination or dominant identities. They can be close to the accused and/or the accuser, or they may investigate a case or pattern from a distance. People accused of racism or sexism can be surveyors, and so can accusers. They just need the curiosity to uncover the truth and the determination to move toward fairness and equity.

And those who act as surveyors may do so in many ways. Some may start by learning about a national pattern and then investigate whether it applies locally. Others may notice a pattern of mistreatment in a local setting, such as a school, workplace, municipal government, or social club. They’ll want to talk with the people involved in the situation and collect data on whether the pattern they believe they’re seeing is really there; after all, patterns we suspect are present may not be, given each person’s limited vantage point and the human tendency toward motivated reasoning. Once they collect this data, if there is a pattern of inequity, they address it individually or in collaboration with others. Some will focus on interactions and others on institutions.

The surveyors’ approach allows us to see our vignettes in new ways. Let’s take the vignette about the teacher who accidentally recommends more boys than girls for an advanced math class, despite their similar grades. Most acquitters see the instance as an isolated case, focus on intent, do not find evidence of it, and judge her as not sexist; most convictors see the case as matching a societal pattern and use algorithmic methods to judge her as sexist. Taking the surveyor’s approach, the teacher and guidance counselor would recognize that her behavior is part of a societal pattern of assuming boys are better at math than girls, as convictors do. But rather than inferring her implicit bias and then immediately judging her guilty of sexism, the school administrators could try to determine whether the case is an isolated incident or whether this specific teacher exhibits a pattern of making that assumption. Has she made the same mistake before? How many times? Did she always correct the mistake?

If the principal discovers that the teacher regularly recommends more boys than girls for the advanced math course despite their similar grades, he or she would think that the teacher exhibits sexism. But if the teacher has not regularly made the mistake, the principal would let her off the hook. A single unintended mistake isn’t enough to judge someone as enacting sexism. She also already recognized and corrected her mistake, so there’s no need to dwell on her behavior.

The administrator’s goal in investigating potential sexism is not to shame the teacher but to allow boys and girls in the school to share the same opportunities. The school could use her case to inquire more broadly. Is there a pattern of math teachers in their school advancing more boys than girls throughout the school despite their similar grades? Is there a pattern of boys receiving higher math test scores or grades, and if so, why? If there is a pattern, they may apply for funding for in-service training that solicits teachers’ expertise as problem-solvers and works with them to address the problem.3 They could also train and institutionalize a team to track inequity in the school over time and fix any inequalities they find. By moving beyond reactive questions of individual guilt and innocence to proactive problem-solving, they would prevent future sexism.

This approach can work for suspected institutional patterns as well. Let’s take the hospital example, the one in which a Mexican American man died after being taken to a hospital that didn’t have the cardiac equipment needed to save him and in which a white man lived after being taken to a hospital that had that equipment. The story specifies that doctors tried their best to save both men, so intentional bias can’t explain the different outcomes; indeed, we designed this vignette to see if respondents would bring up institutionalized racism. Most convictors judge that racism explains the difference in health outcomes, but most motivated convictors don’t ask questions about the situation. Most acquitters say they don’t see racism in the story; some say it was a coincidence, some that Mexican isn’t a race, and others describe a class disparity. Recall that Alice said: “That’s about money, honey. Same shit happened to me, I’d be the one dead.”

Using our surveyor’s approach, local or state health officials could again start by questioning whether the case is part of a regional pattern, one of health-care disparities based on race. They would first find out if there is a local pattern of white people and Mexican Americans visiting different hospitals, and if there is, if these hospitals have unequal access to cardiac equipment. If such patterns exist, they would want to know if that pattern is most directly related to race or to something correlated with race, like class, immigration status, or rurality.

If there is a regional pattern of unequal access to cardiac equipment that primarily corresponds to race,4 they would ask whether this pattern applies to the specific hospitals at hand. They might find it does not: the hospital where the Mexican American man was taken may have an equal amount of cardiac equipment as other hospitals but not the needed machine, or the Mexican American man may have been taken to a hospital that serves mostly white people while the white man may have been taken to a hospital that serves mostly Mexican Americans. They might also find that the case does fit a pattern of unequal access to medical equipment, but not due to any unequal treatment by race. Perhaps the Mexican immigrants who moved to the area were lower-income than the white residents in a nearby town, while richer Mexican Americans and poorer white people live nearby. Or, perhaps each man lived in a neighborhood with people primarily of his race, each was taken to a hospital that primarily served people of their race, and then they encountered disparities in access to life-saving machines due to a biased allocation of medical equipment. In the latter case, we’d consider the case part of a pattern of institutional racism and work toward a solution. This might involve working with or pressuring local or state governments to reallocate funding or working with nonprofits to address other forms of racial inequity that deprive the local community of a strong tax base. It might also involve fundraisers to address the disparity among private hospitals, lobbying the federal government to expand hospital funding, or filing a racial discrimination suit. But only after thorough inquiry could the most effective solution be found. And, of course, even if surveyors found no racism at play, they still may want to help hospitals acquire more life-saving equipment. Racism and sexism aren’t the only reasons to advocate for helping people. In our economically unequal society, even some white men, in particular working-class and poor white men, lack access to basic human needs and opportunities.

Take another example, one that several of our respondents brought up. Some men we talked to say that they or a man they know lost a custody battle due to sexism. To judge their claims, surveyors would investigate whether their observation fits a pattern of women receiving custody more than men in some localities and time periods.5 They would also dive into the details of the cases of the aggrieved fathers. Did they and their wives have the same track record with parenting? Did they each spend a lot of time with their children, cook for them, care for them when they’re sick, and buy them what they need? Did either parent ever neglect or abuse the children? Did the particular judges who oversaw their cases tend to give custody to mothers more than fathers, even when each has been an involved and caring parent? Are there any laws that suggest judges should take gender into account, or any precedents or informal practices that do so? If our respondents were equal parents with their wives, the judge showed a history of bias, or the law or informal norms favored women over men, surveyors would side with these male respondents. They would agree that the gender inequity should be fixed and consider solutions the investigation’s findings suggest.

There are many examples of real-life surveyors taking action. Here’s a story in which the accusers, some of the accused, and formal adjudicators all played surveyor roles and rectified a grievous wrong. Some National Football League (NFL) players experience concussions, and multiple concussions can lead to ALS, Parkinson’s, Alzheimer’s, and dementia. Since a 2013 settlement, former NFL players can receive $25,000 to $5 million for brain injuries caused by concussions, with the amount depending on their length of playing football, the severity of their injuries, and their degree of impairment.6

Amy Lewis, wife of football player Ken Jenkins, and other wives of former NFL players raised concerns that the payouts varied due to another reason too: race. Acting like surveyors, they looked to see if there was a pattern of mistreatment, if it applied to their husbands’ cases, and once they determined it did, they came up with a solution. They discovered that the NFL had given a guidebook to neurologists evaluating players’ cognitive abilities. Hidden inside an impenetrable thicket of legal and medical gobbledygook, the guidebook instructed neurologists to compare players’ cognitive test scores to different norms, one for white players and one for Black players. These different norms made it harder for Black players to prove that they had been harmed by concussions. For example, an identical test result could be rated as a symptom of mild dementia for a Black ex-player and moderate dementia for a white ex-player. One Black player who needed reminders to brush his teeth and shower was deemed insufficiently impaired and denied an award. The wives realized they had evidence that these norms were at the heart of a pattern of mistreatment that varied by race, and that these norms applied to some of their husbands’ cases.

Lewis and other wives started a petition at Change.org, and in 2021 Lewis, Jenkins, and other former players and their wives delivered more than fifty thousand petition signatures to the Department of Justice, leading to widespread media coverage. Some neurologists refused to apply the lower Black standard to anyone, and a few spoke publicly about its unfairness. The judge who had dismissed players’ lawsuits ordered a mediation session for the NFL and player representatives. As a result, the NFL reversed its decision about a particular Black player whose award was revoked because the “white” standard was used. The players’ lawyer then publicly apologized for not acting sooner and vowed to fight the NFL to ensure payment for every player whose claim was unfairly reduced or denied because of race-norming. Many insiders and outsiders, the perpetrators and the people harmed, took part in the third component of the surveying approach, looking forward to preventing bias in future brain damage claims. Thanks to the efforts of all these surveyors, race-norming is no longer used. The NFL has now changed the protocols so that a player’s race will not affect awards for head injury disabilities.a1

The surveyor method can also restore evidence-based reasoning when convictors leap to conclusions too algorithmically, doing so even in the face of a social media mob. In 2019, Chipotle employee Dominique Moran was barraged with hostile social media posts and even received death threats after she was accused of mistreating six African American customers.7 One of the customers videoed her asking them to pay in cash and posted the video with an accusation of racism. It seemed that thousands of strangers assumed the incident fit the national pattern of “____ing while Black”: white people profiling and heaping suspicion on Black people doing everyday things like driving, barbecuing, and sitting in a cafe.8

Moran, who is Latina but was presumed to be white on social media, was fired, and her mental health declined, in particular after one troll threatened to burn her grandmother and send her the ashes. She retreated from most social contact, both in person and online. Her public shaming stopped only when a stranger took on a surveyor role. Andrew Hallwarth, a young African American active on social media, was the first to dig into the back story. He discovered that the same group of men had recently dined and dashed at the same restaurant without paying, having presented a credit card that was declined and then running away with their food; one of them bragged about getting away with it on Twitter. He also discovered that Moran and other employees (mostly African American) had been warned not to let them use a credit card again. Hallwarth promoted this counternarrative on social media. As a result, someone started a GoFundMe fundraiser for Moran, and someone else started an online petition asking Chipotle to rehire her. The company offered her the job back, but she declined, saying that a total stranger investigated and spoke up for her but her employer didn’t. Hallwarth and Moran’s other supporters acted like surveyors by not only asking whether a case matches a pattern but by following up with an investigation and then a resolution. They knew that there is a pattern of innocent Black people being unjustly suspected, but this story didn’t fit that pattern. Algorithmic thinking would have led to a false conviction; surveying led to a fair acquittal and to support for Moran getting her life back and regaining some trust in strangers.

At the other end of the spectrum, the surveyor method is also needed when false acquittals come from an underreliance on algorithmic methods and an overreliance on investigative methods. Inside the sportswear company Nike, woman after woman had her complaints of sexism dismissed as no big deal or found herself blamed for complaining. For years, Nike leaders and HR managers stuck to case-by-case methods, often acquitting, never putting together the many cases into a company-wide pattern.

At Nike, female employees were passed over for promotion, excluded from crucial divisions, and surrounded with pornography and hostility.9 When each of them told human resource officers and executives about their experiences, they were each told that the issue was isolated incidents with problematic male employees, that they were the problem, and that Nike did not have a pattern of men mistreating women. Aligned with this belief, Nike issued “solutions” that were weak, promised but not implemented, or that made the problem worse. For instance, an employee who emailed about a female colleague’s breasts was given a warning, not punished or dismissed. A male executive who berated women in front of others was promoted to vice president after complaints were filed against him. And the company did nothing to change its culture, assuming there was no company-wide issue to address.

Change finally came in 2018 after a group of women in the headquarters office surreptitiously circulated a questionnaire, literally surveying female Nike employees to look for patterns. These intrepid surveyors brought the damning pile of questionnaires to CEO Mark Parker, who issued a public apology, saying: “We—and I—missed something.” Finally aware of the company-wide pattern, the company ousted at least eleven executives, overhauled its HR policies, and began mandatory manager training. After investigating pay practices, the company gave raises to seven thousand employees. The initial surveyors, the women who began documenting the pattern, were joined by additional surveyors with executive authority, and together they solved some of the problems.

Some entrenched racism and sexism prove to be immovable with such inside pressure, and outside pressure from law enforcement and lawsuits is needed. When those official channels fail, that’s when social movements tend to arise.10 In the early stages of some social movements, activists transform latent issues into high-profile causes in ways that fit our description of the surveyor role. Movement initiators gather information about disparate examples of injustice, establish a pattern and publicize it, and analyze the strengths and vulnerabilities of targeted authorities to dream up winnable collective action strategies.11 They recruit others to join in and build campaigns and create spaces for concerned people to gather and protest.12 Surveyors in antiracist and antisexist movements have most often been those directly impacted, people of color and women, but have also included allies such as white men.13

For example, the environmental justice movement grew out of earlier toxics campaigns, such as Love Canal, which focused on one poisoned community and one polluter at a time. The United Church of Christ took leadership in a surveyor-like way, gathering data on whom toxics were harming and where, issuing in 1987 the first report to name “environmental racism” and convening local activists at conferences to build a mass movement. The environmental racism movement has a successful track record of reducing toxic harm in communities of color and winning legislation to prevent this form of institutionalized racism.14 The three components of the surveyor method contributed to this success: investigating the site (literal sites in this case), applying knowledge of the wider landscape to describe a relevant pattern, and then working with others to build something strong.

In each case, the surveyor approach enabled people to identify and fix real racial and gender inequalities while avoiding false accusations. Indeed, the surveyor’s approach is better at identifying racial and gender inequalities than the approaches used by convictors and acquitters. In using patterns to frame cases, it puts us on high alert for the possibility of racism and sexism. By investigating and considering alternative explanations, it prevents us from making knee-jerk and potentially false accusations that distract from real problems. And by relying on evidence rather than counterfactuals or the benefit of the doubt, it allows us to be confident we located real sources of inequalities.


But Doesn’t the Surveyor Approach . . .
 
We think the surveyor method is the best approach, but we imagine you might have objections.



But won’t it take too much time? Using the surveyor method correctly will often take time. You’ll need to gather evidence, investigate multiple possible patterns, attend to alternative explanations, and refrain from jumping to conclusions. This might not be quick, but it will be useful. Taking your time will allow you to be certain of where racism and sexism exist so you’ll be able to fix the real issues, avoid alienating potential allies, and make progress toward solving problems.

Why should I focus on intent at all? We recognize that unequal outcomes are important, not only intent. But when there’s not a pattern of mistreatment but a single event, we think it’s useful to focus on intent. Everyone makes mistakes. Throwing charged words at people who make one-off mistakes serves little purpose, as those who only made a mistake once play little role in reproducing inequities.

Doesn’t the surveyor method sidestep the debate about whether racism and sexism can go both ways? Surveyors don’t call issues racist or sexist when they are meant to rectify unequal treatment, even if they favor some groups in order to get closer to equality. But there are reasonable disagreements over what to call incidents that harm white people or men based on their race or gender. Such differences are not easily resolved, and, to us, they shouldn’t get in the way of efforts toward equity. Surveyors should locate the causes of unequal treatment that produce unequal outcomes based on race and gender, no matter which group they disadvantage. On points where reasonable people can disagree, potential collaborations should reach across these ideological borders.

Won’t surveying be divisive? Wouldn’t it be better for me to be color-blind and gender-blind? Disagreements do often arise in the course of judging whether racism and sexism are present. But if surveyors are careful in gathering evidence and sharing it transparently to build trust and get people on the same page, there will be less divisiveness than when acquitters and convictors hurl judgments at each other. Surveyors should also avoid shaming people and focus on solutions, and that can also serve to cool down divisiveness.15 Of course, some divisiveness may remain even when surveyors use these approaches. But given the degree of racial and gender inequality in our country, we must try to root them out, and that means identifying their sources rather than ignoring them and hoping they go away.

Is focusing on small organizational reforms misplaced because real change only comes from mass movements led by people directly affected by the injustice? Perhaps our single-setting examples seem naive to you or too low-impact to be worthwhile. If so, we would remind you that most successful mass movements against racism or sexism have been made up of campaigns to pressure one particular institution or authority figure at a time, for one winnable reform.16 For example, the civil rights movement succeeded in getting Jim Crow laws outlawed by literally hundreds of local campaigns against bus segregation here and whites-only lunch counters there. Surveyors who work inside one organization to change one problematic practice or policy sometimes succeed, and if they don’t, they can join broader organizing efforts for systemic change.

But isn’t it human nature to be so set in our ways that people’s habitual judgment calls can’t change? We recognize that some people will be skeptical about the possibility that white people and men will change how they make their judgment calls. This skepticism is well placed. Indeed, some critical race theorists and feminists argue that white people and men change their opinions only when it’s in their self-interest, and it’s not in everyone’s interest to change.17 But while change isn’t inevitable, we’re optimistic that some members of all groups can change how they make judgment calls.

Several facts give us optimism. First, the country has witnessed repeated changes in how white people, men, and Americans more broadly make judgment calls on these issues. Two centuries ago, some white people defended slavery as not racist, and some men and women defended women’s disenfranchisement as not sexist.18 Just over a half-century ago, some white people defended segregated restaurants and buses as not racist, and some men and women defended denying women a graduate education or an independent bank account as not sexist.19 While these views have not entirely disappeared, they have become uncommon.

We’re also optimistic due to the sources of judgment calls: political allegiances, beliefs, values, and the ways we frame situations to prove ourselves right. These sources give us hope because political parties have changed their stated beliefs about racism and sexism before, and so have individual people. Democratic political leaders have come to talk differently or more about racial injustice. Hillary Clinton vowed to decrease racially unequal mass incarceration, reversing her stance from when her husband was president;20 and Joe Biden used his first day in office to sign executive orders about racial justice.21 Individual voters have new beliefs about racism and sexism too. Starting during Obama’s second term, white Democrats began expressing less racial resentment and increased their sense that racial inequality stems from unequal treatment.22 In the past few years, white Republicans and white Democrats have expressed less anti-Black and anti-Hispanic prejudice,23 more support for federal aid to Blacks,24 and more support for increased immigration.25 And, in the wake of #MeToo, more Democrats and Republicans started identifying sexual harassment as a problem, even as some Republicans also adopted more regressive gender views.26 As political parties and individuals’ beliefs change,27 judgment calls will too.

That judgment calls are rooted in cognitive processes also gives us hope for change. Individuals who identify as having an open mind or as curious can often dampen the tricks their brains tend to play and avoid motivated reasoning.28 Those who value accuracy are less likely to see the world as a mirror image of their beliefs and more likely to use reasoning that gets closer to the truth.29 And those who can no longer convince themselves that their reasoning supports their conclusion sometimes change how they think.30 As convictors want to rid the world of racism and sexism and belong to groups that espouse such goals, we are hopeful that once they learn about the logical flaws of some on their side, they will improve the accuracy of their judgment calls. And as prominent patterns of racial and gender inequality hit the news, moderate acquitters tend to pick up on them and make different judgment calls too.31 There are then plenty of reasons to think that some people will change how they make judgment calls.

That there’s a self-interested incentive for change gives us hope as well. Take what happened in the case of sexual abuse in the Southern Baptist denomination. Over and over again, women said they had been sexually assaulted by a religious leader. But the Executive Committee of the Southern Baptist Convention dismissed the allegations using the same dismissive statements that many motivated acquitters told us. These women, they said, were not victims of sexual abuse but issued false allegations to advance a hidden agenda, overthrow the order of the church, file lawsuits for personal gain, or advance “a satanic scheme to completely distract us from evangelism.”32 In dismissing women’s accusations as opportunistic and evil ploys, the Southern Baptist Convention Executive Committee allowed church leaders to continue abusing women. In the year after the 2022 exposé, the denomination lost nearly half a million members and 416 churches, their biggest single-year loss in a century.33 Of course, the abusive leaders could have been stopped and the exodus slowed if the Executive Committee acted like surveyors, taking the pattern of sexual assault of women seriously, investigating the cases before them, and reporting abusers to the police. If they and others do not want to damage their reputation, lose followers, and open themselves up to legal liability, they will need to change their views on what’s racist, what’s sexist, and what’s not.

Even if people’s judgment calls become more accurate, won’t most people fail to act on them? Perhaps you think most people will not follow through on fixing the problems they identify, that white people especially won’t expend effort to reduce racism, and that men in particular won’t work against sexism. Such skepticism is again warranted. Political scientists and others observe that white people who espouse equality often refuse to vote for policies that implement it.34 Recently, white liberals have begun calling out more racism,35 but so far the impact on the racial wealth gap, de facto racial segregation, and the racial achievement gap has been limited. Similar arguments are also made about men: those who espouse egalitarianism don’t always deliver.36

But change isn’t an all-or-nothing event. It’s likely that many people will fail to act on their judgment calls, but everyone doesn’t need to take action for change to take place. A few well-placed people can make a difference, modeling a new way of reaching and using judgment calls. Some people changing may also influence others, allowing new norms to form. And we can all encourage others to become surveyors, especially in key moments, such as when we try to influence each other about how to vote.

Becoming Surveyors

How can we encourage more people to use the surveyor method? To do so, we need to spread the beliefs that help people make accurate judgment calls: that racism and sexism are common but do not occur at every moment, everywhere, and in every way; that racism and sexism tend to occur in patterned ways; and that there are sometimes legitimate alternative explanations for what appears to be an occurrence of racism and sexism, for example, classism or xenophobia.

As part of these efforts, researchers need to play a role. We need additional research on patterns of racial and gender inequality, especially at the community and organizational levels. We need to know more about why more inequality exists in some schools, neighborhoods, and workplaces than others and about what solutions to inequality have been most effective in the past. We also need research on how immigrants, people of color, Americans living outside of the East Coast, the young, and the old make their judgment calls, giving us a fuller picture of how Americans decide what’s racist, what’s sexist, and what’s not.

Existing knowledge and researchers’ findings should be spread by media outlets, schools, DEI educators, and advocacy nonprofits. Many are already doing this, but some can do more. Workplaces can be part of this change too; they can model the surveyor method when they create antidiscrimination policies and investigate cases of potential racism and sexism within their organizations.

Political parties also present information about inequality; voters can pressure them to tell the truth about these issues. But in the poisonous atmosphere of the culture wars, some mainstream media and political parties can’t be trusted to spread the necessary open-mindedness, instead promoting partisan judgment calls as foregone conclusions. The Republican Party is especially egregious in this regard, placing denial of racism and sexism at the heart of its platform. Democratic politicians tend to spread more accurate views about inequality, but they also make errors, sometimes steering people away from surveying before judging.37

So, at this point in US history, we need to rely more on nonpolitical organizations and individual surveyors. Those who become or already are surveyors can encourage their friends and family members to try this method. When trying to persuade friends and family to become surveyors, they can use evidence-based methods of persuasion: affirming places of agreement and shared values;38 using others’ values and language rather than their own;39 finding a personally relevant, trusted, or attractive messenger;40 and focusing on persuading the young, as they’re more likely to change their minds than the middle-aged and old.41

But, of course, before helping others become surveyors, individuals need to become ones themselves. If you are an acquitter or a convictor, we bring you concrete steps to take to become a surveyor instead.


How All Acquitters Can Become Better Surveyors

Acquitters already use one of the three components of the surveyors’ approach: they dig into the details of each case, seeking evidence about the individuals and groups involved. At the same time, they depart from the other two components of the surveyors’ approach. They rarely acknowledge patterns of mistreatment that negatively affect people of color and women, and they rarely design blueprints for a more equitable society. They then overacquit, a practice that allows harms to people of color and women to continue.



To become surveyors, acquitters need to broaden their narrow definitions. They need to learn more about the patterned ways that people of color and women receive fewer opportunities and to consider these unequal outcomes as racist and sexist.

They also need a pattern-matching scope for situating a site within a landscape, indicating a case worth investigating. Without the knowledge and/or inclination to frame a case within a pattern, they miss many potential cases of racism and sexism. They then miss the chance to deploy the useful aspects of their detective lens.

They also tend to consider alternative explanations, which is part of the surveyor’s approach. But they nearly always see alternative explanations as more likely than racism or sexism, rather than putting the same vigor into examining the possibility of racism and sexism too.

They also need to refrain from over-relying on counterfactuals. Instead of using them to draw certain conclusions, they need to be used as an invitation to inquiry. Is the mistreatment equally likely to happen to someone of a different race or gender? What evidence can we gather to answer that question, regarding the accused person or institution?

To become surveyors, acquitters also need to stop giving the benefit of the doubt to the accused. Doing so prejudges the verdict too quickly and doesn’t rely on evidence.

Motivated acquitters must take extra steps if they wish to become surveyors. If they checked their assumptions, even with a quick internet search, they could become skeptical of the patterns they imagine of mistreatment against white people and men. Some wrongly believe that “Black colleges” don’t admit white students.a2 Some wrongly believe that Black Lives Matter protests exclude white people. Some wrongly believe there are all-women’s colleges but not all-men’s colleges,b3 when both exist. Becoming a surveyor requires accuracy.

They might also dismiss fewer patterns of inequity that disadvantage people of color and women if they took a more even-handed approach toward others’ allegations. Aligned with the value they place on treating each situation on a case-by-case basis and not assuming others’ intent, they could do the same with accusers, not assuming they all have malintent.

Motivated acquitters also use particularly narrow criteria for judging racism and sexism: statements must be false and harmful, the victim must have been able to avoid the situation, and there can be no exceptions to the rule. To become a surveyor, they will need to expand these criteria and definitions. It is possible to recognize patterns of mistreatment without thinking that these patterns must be universal, unavoidable by the victim, or cause severe harm.

Moderate acquitters will also need to take their own specific steps to become surveyors. Most moderate acquitters prefer to treat everyone as an individual. Color-blindness and, to a lesser degree, gender-blindness are points of pride for some, a way they feel better than their bigoted parents and grandparents who used slurs or forbade interracial dating. But while moderate acquitters see their position as righteous and as a useful antidote to the problems that concern them—racial and gender hatred and division—it’s also an obstacle to seeing patterns of inequality. Rejecting seeing patterns is like amateurs surveying land without an idea of what they’re looking for; they’re bound to miss some local problems if they don’t know that global patterns exist.

If they are to help build a fairer society, moderate acquitters also need to consider thinking in group terms. After all, if only some people were denied an opportunity, to rectify the situation we need to give a leg up to those denied that opportunity. For example, in the first half of the twentieth century, legal discrimination, fewer opportunities to use the GI Bill, and violent mobs who harassed and even killed Black families who moved into white neighborhoods made it difficult for many Black families to buy homes. As a result of these policies and practices, Black families accumulated less wealth than white families through homeownership and had less wealth to pass down to current generations.42 To rectify this disparity, the affected Black families need more opportunities to own homes or otherwise build wealth. The surveyor’s approach would help moderate acquitters identify this problem, investigate who is affected, and rectify the issue for those harmed—doing so in a way that is not blind to racial injustices.

So often issuing “not guilty” judgment calls, both motivated and moderate acquitters do not see the need for bold proposals to address racism and sexism. To become surveyors, they’ll need to start coming up with more ambitious solutions.


How All Convictors Can Become Better Surveyors

Convictors already use some components of the surveyor approach. They know many patterns of inequality and use them to frame the case. Many of them also intend to create more equality.



Yet convictors’ definitions are somewhat removed from surveyors’ definitions. In focusing on unequal outcomes, convictors tend to ignore intent in judging one-time events, not restricting their definition to the interactions or institutions that have a pattern of contributing to inequality. Under this impact-focused definition, even antiracist and antisexist groups sometimes qualify as racist and sexist. The example of the “ban the box” campaign makes this clear. Some years ago, a coalition of civil rights and criminal justice organizations advocated prohibiting employers from asking job applicants to check a box to indicate they have a criminal record. They did so assuming that banning the box would reduce racial inequality. After all, many Black people are convicted of crimes that white people get away with, and it is difficult for people with criminal records to find jobs.43 But instead of reducing inequality, banning the box amplified it. Without the box to differentiate Black applicants with a criminal record from Black applicants without one, more employers started assuming incorrectly that all Black applicants might have criminal pasts, and far more Black people were denied jobs.44 Calling racist any person or group that creates a single unequal outcome, even unintentionally, would lead us to label these civil rights and criminal justice organizations as racist, even though these groups do much more to combat racial inequality than to perpetuate it.

Convictors’ algorithmic method also tends to omit an investigation into the case’s specifics. Often they jump to conclusions before asking any questions or gathering information about what happened this time. Knowing many patterns, they also apply them broadly, without examining if they apply locally. Using the surveying metaphor, they see the lay of the land but tend to fail to take precise measurements of the site. And without taking these measurements, they cannot know if the case is an instance of the general pattern.

Convictors also do not act like surveyors when they algorithmically assume someone else’s intent rather than gaining evidence of it. For example, Bonnie assumes without evidence that Rotary Clubs and veterans’ organizations “all think that males are better than females.” To become surveyors, they need to refrain from making inferences about individuals’ intentions based on presumed patterns of how people in a group tend to think. Indeed, assuming someone’s thoughts based on their race and gender clashes with convictors’ own values.

Implicit bias is part of most convictors’ definitions of racism and sexism. Implicit bias is a useful concept for understanding overall patterns, but it can’t be rigorously measured in individuals and so shouldn’t be part of surveying particular cases. Research shows that implicit association tests are unreliable, are poor predictors of action and can fail to discover biases that individuals do not already know they hold.45 And, even if implicit bias tests were more reliable, knowing many Americans have a particular implicit bias doesn’t tell us if the person accused of a particular action holds it too. And so to become surveyors, they should not assume they know a stranger’s biases, especially not better than the stranger knows their own.

Convictors will also need to investigate alternative explanations for what occurred. Even in possible one-time events, they rarely consider that someone might have made a mistake or that equal treatment occurred in ways that weren’t immediately obvious to them. They also tend to conflate classism and xenophobia with racism. Such conflations usually fit their definitions and part of ours; many classist and xenophobic interactional patterns and institutional rules disproportionately create negative outcomes for people of color. But conflating issues can lead to misidentifying them; not all local or organizational policies or practices that harm low-income people primarily harm people of color, and not all xenophobia is directed toward people of color. Keeping each issue distinct and naming each issue can make the problems easier to understand and solve and will decrease the chances of alienating or excluding potential allies who experience the same harm.

And convictors’ counterfactuals are often neither case-based nor locally based. Without knowing the on-the-ground conditions, it’s impossible to know if the same individual or institution would have treated a white person or a man in the same way. Their comparisons are also often exaggerated. Even with national patterns, many negative experiences are less likely to happen to a white person or a man, but it’s untrue that they never happen to them, making counterfactuals a poor substitute for concrete evidence. Along the same lines, convictors should not always believe the accuser. Instead, they should believe the evidence and gather information to know if the accuser’s perception is correct.

Some convictors, and especially motivated convictors, also rely on exaggerated patterns. They’ll need to be careful to check their facts before assuming a pattern exists in the form and extent that they think it does.

Motivated convictors have specific changes they’ll need to make if they want to become surveyors. They are the only category of “jurors” to case-infer, a habit that is incompatible with our recommended approach. Recall that several motivated convictors told us there “must have been” racist slurs in their hometowns because these slurs were so common. But the existence of a pattern does not mean it plays out everywhere or among everyone, and being a surveyor entails taking the absence of evidence of mistreatment as seriously as evidence that mistreatment exists.

Motivated convictors also think about institutions, which is part of the surveyor’s approach. But in doing so, some downplay patterns of inequity that are at odds with how institutions usually work. To become surveyors, they need to take all well-documented patterns seriously, not only ones that tend to advantage white people and men.

Moderate convictors have their own changes to make to use the method we consider most fair. They know some patterns of interpersonal mistreatment, but they have less sense of how historical injustices and institutional practices continue to create race and gender-based inequality. Many moderate convictors were raised by high school–educated parents and/or didn’t go to college themselves, and they consume little political news. They may have had fewer opportunities than motivated convictors to learn about the historical roots or institutional nature of race and gender inequities. To become surveyors, they need to seek more information to understand how the ground became so unlevel and how deep the roots of inequities run.

Moderate convictors also do not act like surveyors when they offer little input into creating a blueprint for a better “building.” With their limited understanding of the sources of inequality, their answers to our question about solutions have a relatively small micro focus. If more of them become aware of the deeper roots of inequality, they could imagine bolder changes that do more to create the future they want to see.


How Everyone Can Become Better Surveyors

There are steps everyone can take to become better surveyors. We can all be vigilant in noticing our own motivated reasoning and checking for biases. We can ask ourselves: Do our methods allow us to see moments that counter our beliefs that racism and sexism are commonplace or rare? Do our judgment calls simply villainize groups we already believed were villains? Do the patterns of inequality that we believe exist actually exist?



In becoming better surveyors, everyone, but especially motivated acquitters and motivated convictors, needs more humility. None of white people’s current ways of making judgment calls are completely logical. They all include some illogical moments, whether it’s using one logic when asked to judge racism and sexism for oneself and another for others’ accusations; objecting to judging individuals by the characteristics of their group but then doing the same to accused perpetrators of racism and sexism; or assuming that because there is a pattern of mistreatment it must have occurred in the case in front of them. Becoming a better surveyor means noticing such inconsistencies, being open-minded to being wrong, acknowledging one’s mistakes, and striving to do better. Even using the surveyor’s method, individuals will sometimes interpret evidence incorrectly or forget to check an obvious alternative explanation; humility will help us correct our mistakes.

To become surveyors, everyone, but especially motivated acquitters and motivated convictors, also need to become more comfortable with ambiguity. Sometimes judgment calls aren’t clear cut. It’s not always clear how to think about situations in which some women are worse off vis-à-vis men while other women do better than them, in which Latinos benefit at the expense of Black people, in which race and class are deeply entangled, or in which a single policy has multiple effects that work in different directions. When considering whether a case fits a pattern, it won’t always be clear what to do if there’s evidence that a case fits multiple conflicting patterns, or what to conclude if the evidence needed to establish a pattern can’t be gathered. Sometimes, a binary call of racist or sexist will feel wrong, and we’ll want to judge interactions and institutions on a spectrum. Judgment calls will always take, well, a bit of judgment. But most of the time, the surveyors’ approach will point us in the right direction.

Surveyors should also reject stereotypes about those who use other methods. Those who disagree with us tend to be like us: subjected to many of the same cognitive processes that bias our perceptions and that can arise even in the absence of hatred or ill will. Those who disagree with us are also not all members of one social group. All white people are not acquitters on racism, all men are not acquitters on sexism, and all women are not convictors on sexism. White college-educated professionals are not all convictors, and the white working class people are not uniformly acquitters. We should also refrain from accusing people of making judgment calls out of self-interest. If this were the case, we would see many white women acting as motivated acquitters on racism and motivated convictors on sexism, a combination we never once observed. And so blaming any racial, gender, or class group for making particular judgment calls is flawed. There is too much within-group variation to convict an entire group of wrong thinking.

But most importantly, we can all work on making better judgment calls ourselves. We can examine our definitions, reflect on our methods, ask whether our process accurately identifies the sources of unfair inequalities, and work to change them. Now that you know how other people make judgment calls, how will you make yours?


Notes

a1 Background fact: While the NFL stopped using race-norming, it kept using other methods to deny players of all races their full due (Hobson 2024).



a2 Background facts: All historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) accept applicants of all races, including whites; as of 2021, almost a quarter of their students were not African American (National Center for Education Statistics 2022).

b3 Background fact: There are at least three all-male colleges—Hampden-Sydney College, Morehouse College, and Wabash College.


APPENDIX A

What We Did, Why, and How


The Political Context

We conducted our study in 2019 and 2020, in a political moment after Donald Trump had spent years in office and after national debates about racism and sexism had intensified. It was after Trump made his comment about Mexico sending rapists and murderers to the United States, after liberals accused the Trump administration of locking immigrant kids in cages, and after Trump refused to denounce white supremacists. It was also after multiple women accused him of sexual assault, after he was criticized for insulting TV stars Rosie O’Donnell and Megyn Kelly in gendered ways, and after he appointed Supreme Court justices who would go on to dismantle women’s reproductive rights. It was after Hillary Clinton ran for president on a platform of dismantling systemic racism, and as other Democratic presidential candidates followed suit.1 It was also after Hillary Clinton lost to Donald Trump despite her greater experience, after women around the world posted “#MeToo” on social media, and after GamerGate highlighted the online hate directed toward women. And, for the last half of our interviews, it was also around the time of the widespread and enormous Black Lives Matter protests over George Floyd’s death, and the incomplete racial reckoning that followed.2



It was a moment, in other words, when debates about racism and sexism filled the news. It was a moment when many people had heated feelings. And it was a moment when partisanship ran high.

It was also a moment when some white Americans struggled to understand why others did not see the racism or sexism that was so clear to them, and when other white Americans struggled to understand why others saw racism and sexism where they didn’t. We were among those who wanted to understand the people whose positions were different from our own. So we asked white Americans to talk to us, to tell us their views on what’s racist, what’s sexist, and what’s not.


Sampling and Recruitment

We posted flyers about the “American Lives and Viewpoints Study” in nonpolitical Facebook groups such as buy-sell-trade and community groups, in occupational listservs, and on Craigslist, and we recruited friends of friends of friends, offering $45 to $50 for a two-hour interview. We took this approach because we wanted to focus on the views of everyday white people, not only those working on political campaigns, activists, or those with strong opinions on racism and sexism. Indeed, only after we met them did our respondents learn that our study was about racism and sexism, as we repeatedly asked them: “Is this racist?” “Is this sexist?” and “Why do you think so?”



We screened people who responded to our ad, including only those who fit the criteria we had established. We selected white voters rather than nonvoters, as voters’ opinions have clear impacts. We selected white respondents who were ages 35 to 59, as they had grown up after the civil rights movement and second-wave feminism and, being adults, were likely to have stable views.3 Initially we selected white people who lived in New England (the Northerners) and North Carolina (the Southerners), places where we lived and could meet them in person, and who had the potential to represent different regional views. After COVID-19 forced us to move our study online, we also included a few respondents who lived in the mid-Atlantic and Ohio (also Northerners).

Within these groups, we selected respondents to ensure that we had relatively even numbers of people from each political affiliation, gender, and class, striving for this variation as we thought each might relate to their judgment calls.4 We defined political affiliation by respondents’ self-reports.5 We defined the working class as those not having a professional job or four-year college degree, and the professional middle class as those having both a professional job and at least a four-year college degree. We selected respondents so that about an eighth of our sample fit into each of the following groups: working-class Republican-leaning men, working-class Republican-leaning women, working-class Democratic-leaning men, working-class Democratic-leaning women, professional-middle-class Republican-leaning men, professional-middle-class Republican-leaning women, professional-middle-class Democratic-leaning men, and professional-middle-class Democratic-leaning women.6 Each of these eight subsets is split by region, with half in the North and half in the South. Thus, each one-sixteenth of the sample has a region, class, political leaning, and gender in common. In the end, we talked to 127 white adults who fit our criteria and about a dozen others who informed our views but whose interviews we excluded from our analysis as they did not fit all our criteria.


The Interviews

We asked respondents to pick a place for us to meet, or, after COVID-19 hit, found a time to talk to them on Zoom or, occasionally, by phone. We began by asking the respondents many questions about themselves. We asked what their family was like when they were a child, about their experience in school and their neighborhood, and what they do for work and what they like and dislike about it. We asked about the lessons their parents tried to teach them and what lessons they try to teach their children. We asked what makes them proud and what makes them worried. We asked these questions to get to know them and to build rapport before asking about sensitive topics; to see if they spontaneously brought up race or gender issues; and because we wondered if some of their life experiences, interpretations of those experiences, or values might inform their judgment calls.



We then got to the heart of the matter and took many approaches to ask our respondents what’s racist, what’s sexist, and what’s not. Along with our research assistant Thomas Corcoran, we asked if they had observed racism and sexism in their own lives and how they knew that’s what had occurred. We asked them to tell us about instances of racism and sexism they heard in the news and why they thought it was racist or sexist. We asked them about times they had heard others call something racist or sexist but they disagreed, and why they thought it wasn’t. We asked them about several specific public controversies, such as the story about football player Colin Kaepernick “taking a knee” to protest racism and being denounced by President Trump for it. We included some questions from a widely used survey, the General Social Survey, to ask about some policy issues.

In addition, we created cartoon vignettes, some about possible racism and some about possible sexism, some of which are about interactions and others about institutions. Each depicts a contrived but plausible situation; each is designed to represent situations as they appear in real life, when we often have just a flash of what happened; most are events that could be interpreted as single incidents or as parts of patterns. During our in-person interviews, we handed them 8.5x11 color images of the cartoon vignettes; during the pandemic, we screen-shared a PowerPoint of them; on the rare occasions when we interviewed them on the phone, we read them the story. We included the illustrated vignettes in the interview guide to ensure that each respondent had the same details about the case, so that they didn’t picture events differently in their heads, and so that our questions would include at least some cases they hadn’t formed an opinion about through a partisan news site.

Between the open-ended questions about their own experiences with racism and sexism, the news stories, and the vignettes, we collected many examples of what each respondent deemed racist, sexist, and not. No matter the question, each time a respondent said something was or wasn’t racist or sexist, we asked them to explain why or why not, or if they weren’t sure, what additional information they’d need to decide. Taken together, we have dozens of examples of how each respondent makes judgment calls.

Our approach to interviews has several advantages. It allows us to understand if our respondents think of racism and sexism as systemic and/or individual. It also moves past this well-trodden debate to understand which systemic and individual-level events white Americans view as racist and sexist. In doing so, it presents respondents with incidents as they often come up in all of our lives, as semi-isolated events that we are implicitly or explicitly asked to judge. Our approach also lets us understand racism and sexism from our respondents’ view, rather than taking the more common approach of presenting respondents with ideas social scientists think are racist and sexist and then seeing if they agree.

As we went through this approach, we paid attention to whether our respondents were giving socially desirable answers—answers they thought we’d want to hear or that would paint them in a positive light. It’s certainly possible that some did, but it’s also clear that some didn’t. Our respondents could see that we are both white women, we told them that we are sociologists, and a quick Google search confirmed some of their suspicions that our politics lean left. Despite this, our research assistant, a white male, didn’t hear anything about gender or sexism that we didn’t hear ourselves. We also heard a couple of respondents tell us that women shouldn’t be allowed to leave the house without men, and one woman said that women should not be president because of menstruation. We heard that full n-word said many times—always used in a way we’d learn they themselves didn’t think of as racist, but in a way they might have known others did. We also heard someone say that Muslims are planning to commit genocide against white Christian Americans, that Hillary Clinton eats babies, and that Donald Trump will make America great again. Clearly, some respondents told us their thoughts that they could guess we would not like. But even if some respondents gave more socially desirable answers, we’re not overly worried. The judgment calls people make in public are as relevant as the ones they make in private.


Methods of Analysis

After we talked to our respondents, we transcribed their interviews to facilitate our analysis of them. We read the transcripts several times and then zeroed in on the data that would help us answer our research questions. We used a process qualitative researchers call “coding” to organize our data, using NVivo software. This inductive process allows researchers to mark every time a certain idea arises in order to tally its frequency and to identify who brings it up and how often. Using this process, we coded respondents’ definitions and their reasons for concluding that an instance is or isn’t racist or sexist, as well as their life experiences, values, news habits, political engagement, and demographics. We conducted the analysis separately for racism and sexism in case individuals used different definitions and approaches for each.



We developed the terms acquitter and convictor from this analysis, grouped people into each category, and then drew connections among their judgment calls, definitions, and ways of approaching the questions. We inductively noticed differences in whether interviewees used case-based or pattern-matching logics and how other aspects of their approach corresponded to these practices. We coined the metaphorical terms investigative and algorithmic to describe these differences.

Of course, we noticed that there were differences within these groups too, so we broke each into two subgroups, depending on how often they deviated from their group’s usual judgment calls and how ideological and partisan they were. Most of our respondents fit into one of our groups: they were broadly acquitters or convictors, and within those groups, motivated or moderate. We then examined whether our findings matched any of the sociological theories that predict who holds each view. Only after each sociological theory failed to explain much of our findings did we begin to see them as indicative of psychologists’ and political scientists’ theories of motivated reasoning based on political beliefs and values. For data on how respondents’ demographic characteristics and political allegiances map onto their judgment calls, see tables A1–A4 ahead.

The groups we created describe most of our respondents, but not everyone. For instance, we met one woman who admitted to being openly and righteously racist. We also met a politically informed man who believed that both Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump were terrific presidential candidates, and his views on racism and sexism were just as unusual. A small number of respondents sometimes acted like motivated acquitters and other times as motivated convictors on the same ism, or sometimes as motivated and other times as moderate. We did not include these outliers in the main text or the tables; their views were too unusual among our respondents to represent any patterns.

It was only after we completed our analysis that we developed our own recommendations for making judgment calls. In doing so, we centered our own goal of reducing unfair inequalities. In forming our methods, we borrowed from our respondents in part, keeping elements of acquitters’ and convictors’ approaches that work toward our goal while cutting parts that did not. We added constructive steps taken by antiracist and antisexist practitioners,7 and we researched examples of people and organizations that used the surveyor method.


Generalizing from Our Study

Our work gave us a thorough portrait of how the people we spoke with make judgment calls. Can we generalize past them to the white US electorate?



The type of work we did allows us to generalize logically but not numerically. In other words, logic has it that the white people we interviewed are not unique. They share beliefs, values, and a political and media landscape with many other people, and so they likely share definitions, methods, and judgment calls with them too. In this way, we feel confident claiming that part of the white electorate uses narrow definitions and investigative methods to acquit, part uses broad definitions and algorithmic methods to convict, and some do so in motivated and moderate ways. That said, there are elements of the white electorate that we didn’t study and who might use different definitions and methods, including those who are part of far-right political and social groups, who live in regions of the United States we didn’t study, who are much younger or older than our respondents, or whom we weren’t able to recruit as they lack internet access. It’s also possible that we would have heard different responses in times when racism and sexism were less central to the mainstream media and political discourse.

While we can confidently say that the definitions and methods we identified are represented in the white electorate—even if they aren’t the only ones—we can’t say how frequently each occurs. Our sample and methodological approach are designed to learn the what and how; to know the how often requires a different type of sample and method. And so while we report how many members of our sample are acquitters and convictors and how their demographic characteristics relate to their judgment calls, the numbers we report should not be assumed to generalize to the white electorate.


The Authors

Finally, there’s the question of who we are to write this book. We’re two class scholars who started this project thinking we’d write about the different ways the white working class and the white professional middle class come to their judgment calls, only to discover that class isn’t the salient factor in the differences we observed. We’re white people who care about racism but haven’t been disadvantaged by it ourselves; our racial identity may have shaped what questions we asked and how we interpreted the findings. Indeed, our whiteness was one reason we limited this study to white people; we weren’t sure how people of color would respond to white people asking them about racism. We’re also women who have experienced sexism and care about ending it but have rarely centered it in our lives or our work. We both share characteristics with motivated convictors: we have lived and still work in liberal bubbles, we read liberal news, and we’re upper middle class. We’re also people who weren’t very conscious of how we made judgment calls before we started this project, but we have become more self-aware now. Each of these elements informs this project and also contributes to making it far from the final word. Indeed, given that we are motivated to alleviate race and gender inequalities, our own motivated reasoning likely informs our critique of motivated and moderate acquitters’ and convictors’ methods, as well as the surveyor method we propose.




Tables

TABLE A1. Demographics and Political Identities of Acquitters and Convictors on Racism (N = 122)

[image: ]

Notes: Not all interviewees are included in the table as not all are acquitters or convictors on racism. Political identity is defined by self-reports, and, for North Carolina voters, checked against their voter registration. Right-wing and left-wing media sources are defined according to the Ad Fontes Interactive Media Bias Chart. Working class refers to not having a bachelor’s degree and working in a non-professional job. Working-class origins refers to not having a parent with a bachelor’s degree or professional job. Southern respondents live in North Carolina. Northern respondents mostly live in New England, with some also in the mid-Atlantic and Ohio.




TABLE A2. Demographics and Political Identities of Acquitters and Convictors on Sexism (N = 117)

[image: ]

Notes: Not all interviewees are included in the table as not all are acquitters or convictors on sexism. Political identity is defined by self-reports, and, for North Carolina voters, checked against their voter registration. Right-wing and left-wing media sources are defined according to the Ad Fontes Interactive Media Bias Chart. Working class refers to not having a bachelor’s degree and working in a non-professional job. Working-class origins refers to not having a parent with a bachelor’s degree or professional job. Southern respondents live in North Carolina. Northern respondents mostly live in New England, with some also in the mid-Atlantic and Ohio.




TABLE A3. Demographics and Political Identities of Motivated and Moderate Acquitters and Convictors on Racism (N = 122)

[image: ]

Notes: Not all interviewees are included in the table as not all are acquitters or convictors on racism. Political identity is defined by self-reports, and, for North Carolina voters, checked against their voter registration. Right-wing and left-wing media sources are defined according to the Ad Fontes Media Bias Chart. Working class refers to not having a bachelor’s degree and working in a non-professional job. Working-class origins refers to not having a parent with a bachelor’s degree or professional job. Southern respondents live in North Carolina. Northern respondents mostly live in New England, with some also in the mid-Atlantic and Ohio.




TABLE A4. Demographics and Political Identities of Motivated and Moderate Acquitters and Convictors on Sexism (N = 117)
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Notes: Not all interviewees are included in the table as not all are acquitters or convictors on sexism. Political identity is defined by self-reports, and, for North Carolina voters, checked against their voter registration. Right-wing and left-wing media sources are defined according to the Ad Fontes Interactive Media Bias Chart. Working class refers to not having a bachelor’s degree and working in a non-professional job. Working-class origins refers to not having a parent with a bachelor’s degree or professional job. Southern respondents live in North Carolina. Northern respondents mostly live in New England, with some also in the mid-Atlantic and Ohio.




APPENDIX B

Interview Guide

First, I’d like to ask you about yourself.

WORK

1. Tell me about your job (or jobs).

a. What do you do?

b. What do you like and dislike about your job?

c. What are your coworkers like?

2. What were you doing before this job?

EDUCATION—Now I want to ask you about school.

3. Tell me about school.

a. What did you like about school when you were growing up?

b. What did you dislike?

4. How would you describe your high school friends?

a. How would you describe the other people at your schools?

5. Did you go to college?

[If yes]

a. What was college like for you?

b. How would you describe your college friends?

FAMILY—Now I want to ask you about your family.

7. Who was part of your family when you were a child?

8. What types of lessons did your parents try to teach you?

9. Who’s in your family now?

a. When did you come out? [If same-sex partner]

b. What type of lessons do/did you try to teach your children? [If children]

NEIGHBORHOODS—Now I want to ask you about where you have lived.

10. Where did you grow up?

a. What type of community was it?

b. [If multiple towns, ask about each.]

11. In what ways was your family similar to the families around you? Different?

12. Who was looked up to with respect in your hometown?

a. Who was looked down on?

13. How did people of different races relate to each other in your hometown and your high school?

14. Where do you live now? What’s your neighborhood like?

15. How do people of different races relate to each other in your neighborhood?

ATTITUDES ABOUT YOUR LIFE—Now I want to ask you about how you feel about things in general.

16. How do you feel your life is going so far?

17. What are you proud of?

18. What do you tend to worry about?

GETTING AHEAD—Now I want to ask you about social class.

19. What social class would you say you’re in now? [Pause to let them answer. If they don’t offer a label, offer options: Would you say you are working-poor, working-class, lower-middle-class, middle-class, upper-middle-class or upper-class?]

a. Why did you say that class?

b. How did it happen that you’re now in that class?

20. What social class (or classes) would you say you grew up in?

a. Why did you pick that class?

b. How did it come to pass that your parent(s) were part of that class?

21. Do you think people who work hard can get ahead in this country?

We’re interested in your opinion about how groups of people are viewed, starting with women.

SEXISM—Now I want to ask you about sexism.

22. How do you think men and women are treated these days?

23. How would you define sexism? What kind of things come to mind?

24. When you were growing up, did anyone talk with you about sexism? Who, and what did they say?

25. Have you ever observed or experienced sexism? What happened?

a. Please tell me what made you think it was sexism.

26. Have you heard about examples of sexism in the news? What was the story?

27. Do you think any policies or organizations are sexist? Which ones and why?

28. Have you ever heard something called sexist but you disagreed? What happened? Why didn’t you think it was sexist?

29. Have you ever heard something called sexual harassment when you thought it wasn’t?

30. Has anyone ever called something you said or did sexist? What was the situation? What did you think of their opinion?

31. [If they have kids] What have you told your children about sexism?

32. What do you think is the solution to getting rid of sexism in the US?

RACISM—Now I want to ask you similar questions about racism.

33. How do you think people of different races are treated these days?

34. How would you define racism? What kinds of things come to mind?

35. When you were growing up, did anyone talk with you about racism? Who, and what did they say?

36. Did you hear racial insults from other kids when you were growing up? If you don’t mind saying, what terms did they use?

37. Have you ever observed racism? What happened?

a. Please tell me what made you think it was racism.

38. Have you heard about examples of racism in the news? What was the story or stories?

a. Why did you think it was racist?

39. Do you think any policies or organizations are racist? Which ones and why?

40. Have you ever heard something called racist but you disagreed? What was the story? Why didn’t you think it was racist?

41. Has anyone ever called something you said or did racist? What was the situation? What did you think of their opinion?

42. [If they have kids] What do/did you tell your children about race and racism?

43. How do you feel about people from other countries immigrating to the United States?

44. What do you think is the solution to getting rid of racism in the US?

45. Anything else you want to say about your thoughts on racism, or how you came to have your opinions?

VIGNETTES—Now I want to ask you about imaginary situations. You can look at these cartoons as I describe the situation and ask you some questions about it.

[Turn to storyboard #1 and read] A black woman gives a public presentation. After the talk, a white person approaches her to tell her that the talk was great and she was impressed at how articulate she was. The presenter thought the audience member was implying that most black people are not articulate. The white woman meant it as a compliment but later found out that the presenter was offended. (See image on page 142)

46. Did anyone in the situation do anything wrong?

a. Was the white woman being racist?

b. Is there anything she should have done differently?

c. Would it make a difference if the white woman was the black woman’s boss?

d. How about if the black woman was the white woman’s boss?

[Turn to storyboard #2 and read.] A man is in the hospital. Someone comes in to take care of him. He assumes the person in front of him is a nurse, and says, “Hello, nurse.” The woman is not a nurse but a doctor. She corrects him and looks annoyed. (See image on page 27)

47. Did the man do anything wrong?

a. Was it sexist for the man to assume the woman was a nurse rather than a doctor?

b. Should the man have done anything differently?

c. Should the doctor have done anything differently?

[Turn to storyboard #3 and read.] A white cop shoots an unarmed black man who was holding up a cell phone. Afterwards he says he thought he saw a gun, and that he’s sure he would fire on a white person who made the same threatening gesture. (See image on page 25)

48. Is this story about racism? Why or why not?

a. Do you think the cop exhibited racism? Why/why not?

b. Do you believe the cop when he said that he would have fired on a white person who made the same gesture?

c. What should happen next?

[Turn to storyboard #4 and read.] A guidance counselor catches a teacher in the hallway and asks her which of her students should be put in an advanced math course next year. The teacher quickly responds, naming six students who get As in her class. She later realized that five of the six students she named were boys. There were other girls in her class that also received As. (See image on page 38)

49. Did the teacher respond in a sexist way? Why/why not?

a. Would it be different if the boys all had slightly higher grades than the girls (such as if the boys had 98s and the girls had 94s)?

[Turn to storyboard #5 and read.] A man whose parents were from Mexico and a white man both have heart attacks. Doctors try their best to save both of them. The Mexican man dies because the hospital in his neighborhood didn’t have a specialized cardiac unit. The white man lives because the hospital in his neighborhood did have that unit. (See image on page 36)

50. Is this example about racism? Why/why not?

a. Who, if anyone, is to blame for the man’s death?

[Turn to storyboard #6 and read]) A married couple each work in the same field and have the same work experience. Then, they have a baby. The couple decides that the woman will quit her job and stay home until the baby is two years old. Two years later, the couple moves and applies for new jobs. They both receive jobs with the same company, but the husband is offered a higher salary than his wife. They ask the boss about it, who says it’s because the husband has two more years of work experience. (See image on page 34)

51. Is there sexism in any part of this story? Which part? Why?

a. Would it make a difference if the wife had said she wanted to stay home?

b. How about if she didn’t want to at first, but her husband insisted?

c. Would it make a difference whether the boss was a woman or a man? Why?

[Turn to storyboard #7 and read.] A white person calls a black person a racial insult, the N-word. The black person then calls the white person a racial insult, “white trash,” in return. (See image on page 42)

52. Who is being racist in this situation (if anyone)?

a. Why do you say that?

[Turn to storyboard #8 and read.] An entrepreneur is starting a new business located in the white side of town. She knows that the black side of town is poor, that many poor people don’t have cars, and that the public transportation that they would use to get to work is unreliable. She really wants her business to succeed, so decides not to hire black people who live in the poor part of town. (See image on page 41)

53. Is the entrepreneur being racist? Why/why not?

a. Should she do anything differently? If so, what?

GENERAL SOCIAL SURVEY QUESTIONS—Now I want to ask you some questions that opinion pollsters have asked thousands of Americans across the country for many years; we’re curious how people in [your state] might answer them today.

54. Some people say that because of past discrimination, blacks should be given preference in hiring and promotion. Others say that such preference in hiring and promotion of blacks is wrong because it discriminates against whites. What about your opinion—Are you for or against preferential hiring and promotion of blacks?

a. Why do you say that?

b. What do you think the chances are these days that a white person won’t get a job or promotion while an equally or less qualified black person gets one instead? Is this very likely, somewhat likely, or not very likely to happen these days?

c. Why do you say that?

55. Some people say that because of past discrimination, women should be given preference in hiring and promotion. Others say that such preference in hiring and promotion of women is wrong because it discriminates against men. What about your opinion—are you for or against preferential hiring and promotion of women?

a. Why do you say that?

PUBLIC CONTROVERSIES—Now I’d like to ask you about some controversies in the news.

56. When Donald Trump announced his presidential campaign, he said: “When Mexico sends its people, they’re not sending their best. . . . They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists. And some, I assume, are good people.” Was this racist? Why/why not?

57. President Trump wants to build a wall to keep Mexicans and Central Americans out. Some people say that it would be racist to do so. Do you agree or disagree? Why?

58. Hillary Clinton complained that the media talked about her appearance much more than they talked of male presidential candidates’ appearance. Now some other female candidates are saying the same thing, that their appearance gets more comments than men’s.

a. Do you think that scrutinizing a woman’s appearance more than men’s is sexist? Why/why not?

b. Overall, do you think sexism had anything to do with why Hillary Clinton lost?

59. In 2016, NFL player Colin Kaepernick began to kneel when the national anthem was played before football games. He explained why: “I am not going to stand up to show pride in a flag for a country that oppresses black people and people of color. To me, this is bigger than football, and it would be selfish on my part to look the other way.” President Trump responded: “Get that son of a bitch off the field right now, he’s fired. He’s fired!”

a. Was anyone racist in this situation? Who? Why do you think that?

b. What did you think of the broader controversy about “taking a knee”?

60. In the 1990s, President Bill Clinton had sexual relations with an intern. Both called the affair consensual. However, there was a large power imbalance. Was the incident sexual harassment? Why or why not?

61. Before we close this topic, I’d like to ask you how it felt to be asked so many questions about racism and sexism.

62. One thing we’re researching is how people’s life experiences are related to how they think about racism and sexism. Are there any other parts of your life story that influenced how you think about racism or sexism?

POLITICS—The final topic is about politics.

63. Do you think of yourself as a Democrat, Republican, another party, or independent?

64. When was the last time you voted?

65. If you don’t mind saying, who did you prefer in the last presidential election? Why?

66. Do you pay attention to the news? If so, from what sources? How often?

DEMOGRAPHICS—Before we wrap up, I just want to make sure I have all the basic facts about you.

67. Tell me about your parents (or any other adults you lived with growing up).

a. How much education did they each get? [If college] What college(s) and degree(s)?

b. What were your parents’ occupation(s) while you were growing up?

c. Did they rent or own your childhood home / homes?

68. Are you a renter or a homeowner now?

69. Are you married or partnered?

[If married or partnered]

a. Their highest level of education?

b. Their occupation (if any)?

70. Do you have children?

[If children]

a. Their ages?

b. Levels of education they’ve attained?

71. Do you have a religious affiliation or identity?

[If yes]

a. Are you active in a religious congregation now?

b. Have you always been this religion?

c. Are your parents religious? [If yes] What religion(s)?

FACTS WE PROBABLY ALREADY KNOW—[Ask only if not already known.]

72. What was the highest level of education you reached?

[If college]

a. What degree(s)?

b. Where did you attend college?

73. What year were you born?

74. Where you were born?

75. Are you married? In a romantic relationship? Divorced?

WRAP UP—Just one more question:

76. Is there anything else we should know to understand your views on racism or sexism and where they came from?
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25. White people form the majority of voters, educators, journalists, publishers, lawyers, judges, human resources managers, and CEOs (US Bureau of Labor Statistics 2019). We say “white people” rather than “white men” as some of these industries are dominated by white women (US Bureau of Labor Statistics 2019).
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31. Other research on white people’s views centers on whether they subscribe to older and more explicit forms of racism and sexism versus newer and more subtle kinds, racial color-blindness versus racial consciousness, gender traditionalism versus egalitarianism, and individual versus institutional attributions for inequalities (L. Bobo, Kluegel, and Smith 1997; Bonilla-Silva 2018; Kinder and Sears 1981; Kluegel and Smith 1986; Scarborough, Sin, and Risman 2019). While these frameworks are helpful, they do not tell us what white Americans think racism and sexism are; which specific incidents they see as racist, sexist, or neither; why white people like Jack and Gavin look at the same incident and come to different conclusions about it; or how these broad views feed into judgments of more discrete issues and events. None of these questions are self-evident, as is apparent by the extent of dissension, both among white people and more broadly.

32. Morning Consult and Politico (2018); Rasmussen Reports (2018)
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Chapter 5: Motivated Convictors

1. Some 41% of motivated convictors majored in social sciences or humanities, compared with only 17% of acquitters. Consistent with our findings, Broćić and Miles (2021) find that attending college and majoring in the social sciences and the humanities makes people more morally progressive and morally certain.

2. Liberal jobs are defined using this source: http://verdantlabs.com/politics_of_professions. In our sample, about two in three motivated convictors are in social services, education, human resources, and health care. For motivated convictors on racism, this compares to about one in three moderate convictors and moderate acquitters and to one in five motivated acquitters. On sexism, the differences are somewhat more muted but broadly similar.

3. Our findings counter Eduardo Bonilla-Silva’s (2018) findings that working-class women are most progressive on race. Instead, we find that college-educated professionals raised by college-educated professionals are most vehemently progressive on racism, at least if being progressive is associated with having expansive ideas of what counts as racism. The difference may be due to timing, as our study occurred after college-educated liberals moved left on race issues (Yglesias 2019). Our findings are more consistent with those of Forman and Lewis (2015), who show that whites with college-educated parents are less apathetic about racial progress than other white people.
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5. About two-thirds of motivated convictors on racism and sexism are not religious, compared to about one-third of moderate convictors, and less for each group of acquitters.
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10. Crosby et al. (1986) would not be surprised by Teresa’s comment. They find that most people are better at identifying sexism at a societal level than at an individual level.

11. Their views are aligned with Supreme Court Justice Harry Blackmun’s views, laid out in the case Regents v. Bakke: “In order to get beyond racism, we must first take account of race. There is no other way. And in order to treat some persons equally, we must treat them differently. We cannot—we dare not—let the Fourteenth Amendment perpetuate racial supremacy.”
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Chapter 6: Moderate Acquitters

1. Mueller (2020, 147) argues that “racial ignorance persists as a broad social phenomenon by virtue of white people’s militant commitment to an epistemology of ignorance: a way of knowing oriented toward evading, mystifying, and obscuring the reality of racism to produce (mis)understandings useful for domination.” Our data suggests that some white people do not have a “militant commitment to an epistemology of ignorance.” Rather, the white respondents who know the least about racism are those who watch little news, have trouble describing people, miss social cues, and/or are isolated. Some women in these situations are also ignorant of sexism, suggesting that ignorance is not driven by a commitment to self-interest, as Mueller assumes. Rather, what Mueller calls ignorance is related to life experiences that make it difficult to connect one person’s experience to another’s and/or moral values that argue for centering the individual.

2. Sociologist Philomena Essed (1991, 76) would argue that moderate acquitters see racism in few places because they pay little attention to the news: “It may be assumed that, without general knowledge of racism, individuals cannot comprehend the meaning of racism in their lives.”

3. Moon-Kie Jung (2015, 47) argues that “‘colorblindness’ is a relatively surface phenomenon, largely confined to public discourse. People still recognize and employ racial categories, and they evaluate and act accordingly.” We find, however, that color-blindness is a deeply held moral for many moderate acquitters, not a surface level view.

4. Some sociologists are critical of such individual-level thinking, especially regarding race and gender (Bonilla-Silva 1997, 2018). Indeed, many sociologists take groups for granted, studying inequalities within and between them (McCall 2005). However, other sociologists are critical of the group-based approach and may have some commonalities with moderate acquitters. A number of sociologists and feminists see grouping people as a precursor to racism and sexism (Blumer 1958; Riley 1988; Tilly 1988; see McCall 2005 for a review of this approach regarding gender). Other sociologists worry more about the accuracy of such groupings. They argue that grouping people by race and gender hides substantial within-group variation and exaggerates between-group differences (Brubaker 2002; Chafetz 1997; Monk 2022; Somers 1994). Additionally, some scholars worry that talking in group terms makes small differences seem wider, more stable, and more immutable than they are (Berrey 2015; Brubaker 2002; Riley 1988).

5. Although color-blind ideology is associated with white people, some sociologists find that this is an American ideal more than a white-American ideal: “Whites, in other words, are not outliers or extremists in their adherence to the color-blind ideologies” (Hartmann, Gerteis, and Croll 2009, 419).

6. We should not be too quick to dismiss acquitters’ claim that they treat people as individuals. Reviewing the literature, Swim and Campbell (2003, 227) find evidence of this regarding gender:

The assumption that gender would have a strong impact on judgments can be seen in several early information processing models (Operario & Fiske . . . ). These models assumed that category information, more so than other specific information about individuals, such as their physical appearance or qualifications, influences impressions of individuals, unless a series of conditions are met, such as a person being motivated to process the information. While supporting the general conclusion that category information influences judgments, several meta-analyses call into question the extent to which gender category influences judgments (Bowen, Swim, & Jacobs, 1999; Eagly, Makhijani, & Klonsky, 1992; Olian, Schwab, & Yitchak, 1988; Swim, Borgida, Maruyama, & Myers, 1989; Swim & Sanna, 1996).” However, as they go on to say, in some situations, gender is related to how individuals are evaluated.

7. See Yazdiha (2023) for information on how Martin Luther King Jr.’s quotes became used by conservatives arguing against race-conscious measures for equality.

8. Eduardo Bonilla-Silva (2018) refers to this view as “color-blind” racism. However, he suggests that whites who use color-blind language are the same as the whites who accuse others of “playing the race card” (1). Using our more recent data, we find that white people who claim to focus on individuals rather than racial groups are largely distinct from white people who accuse Black people of using their race to get ahead.

9. Ashley Doane (quoted in Charles Mills 2017, 63) argues that this line of thinking is dangerous:

‘color-blind’ ideology plays an important role in the maintenance of white hegemony. . . . Because whites tend not to see themselves in racial terms and not to recognize the existence of the advantages that whites enjoy in American society, this promotes a worldview that emphasizes individualistic explanations for social and economic achievement, as if the individualism of white privilege was a universal attribute. Whites also exhibit a general inability to perceive the persistence of discrimination and the effects of more subtle forms of institutional discrimination. In the context of color-blind racial ideology, whites are more likely to see the opportunity structure as open and institutions as impartial or objective in their functioning. . . . . This combination supports an interpretative framework in which whites’ explanations for inequality focus upon the cultural characteristics (e.g., motivation, values) of subordinate groups. . . . Politically, this blaming of subordinate groups for their lower economic position serves to neutralize demands for antidiscrimination initiatives or for a redistribution of resources.
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38. Opportunity Agenda (2023). David Campt, “The Dialogue Guy,” says, “A key factor in creating effective conversations is to shift the focus to what you agree with in the other person’s perspective.”

39. Feinberg and Willer (2015) recommend moral reframing, whereby a position an individual would not normally support is framed in a way that is consistent with that individual’s moral values. Their research has been used by grassroots groups like Listening Works, whose slogan is “A-B-C, which stands for “Affirm, Bridge, Connect” (Jilani and Smith 2020). See also Solnit (2022).

40. Briñol and Petty (2020)

41. Kiley and Vaisey (2020)

42. Katznelson (2005); Lui et al. (2006); Massey and Denton (1993); Rothstein (2017)

43. Hinton, Henderson, and Reed (2018); Pager (2003)

44. Agan and Starr (2018); Raphael (2021)

45. Gawronski (2019)

Appendix A: What We Did, Why, and How

1. Yglesias (2019)

2. Buchanan, Bui, and Patel (2020)

3. Kiley and Vaisey (2020)

4. We went into the study knowing that men and women tend to have similar ideas about sexism, as measured by hostile and benevolent sexism (Glick and Fiske 1996). However, we did not know if and how gender would relate to respondents’ judgment calls. We also thought that class would be strongly related to respondents’ judgment calls. Instead, our findings are aligned with others’ view that political views are becoming more based on culture than class (Hechter 2004).

5. In North Carolina, voters’ party registration is public information. This is not the case in many Northeast states. In North Carolina, we checked respondents’ self-reports of their party affiliation against their party registration.

6. Though we include respondents who identify as independents in our analysis, for the sake of recruiting, we classified independents according to the political party they supported in the last presidential election.

7. Adams et al. (2023); Bennett (2020); Crass (2013); DiAngelo (2021); Irving (2014); Leondar-Wright (2016); Ross (2019); Stout (1997)
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Ithought | saw a

7 gun! It was a mistake!
I'm sure | would have fired

on a white guy who pointed

a phone at me too.
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News Sources
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News Sources
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If I hire people from the
poor side of town, they
won’t be able to get to work
on time. I'm going to hire
only people from my
neighborhood.
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Benny, Dave, ‘

Adam, Jason, Elly
and Mike all get
‘A”s in my class.

5 of 6 students |
nominated were boys! |
forgot to suggest the other
girls in my class that also
earned “A’s.
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A man whose parents are from Mexico and a white man both have heart attacks. Doctors
try their best to save both of them.

The Mexican man dies because the hospital in his neighborhood didn't have a specialized
cardiac unit. The white man lives because the hospital in his neighborhood did have that unit.
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Then they have a baby. The couple decides that the woman will quit her job
and stay until the baby is two years old.

Two years later, the couple moves and applies for new jobs. They both receive jobs
with the same company, but the husband is offered a higher salary than his wife.





