
As a professional cognitive scientist, I usually conduct experiments on other people. However I
recently carried out a somewhat unique experiment on myself. In this, I switched the political
orientation of my on-line identity, in essence becoming a social media Republican for two weeks. In
practice this meant two things. First, I altered my information feeds in Twitter and Google News to
provide news and opinions primarily from an American right-leaning political perspective. Secondly,
I posted links on Facebook to what I considered to be the most interesting content I found from the
right, though I did notify my friends of this beforehand so as not to totally confuse them. The goal
was to make a good faith effort to seek out the best opinions that go against my own and really try to
see things through the lens of my political opponents. In addition to posting links, I also defended
the views taken from or inspired by the articles I posted (as I usually do for the normal things that I
post). The hope in doing this was that in actively changing my perspective on ideas with which I
vehemently disagree, I might gain some special insight into how probable Republican voters think
and maybe even change my own mind about a few things.

Despite some initial skepticism from conservative friends, I found the experiment to be worthwhile,
and it resulted in a number of insights that could be of interest to people across the political
spectrum. I just want to concentrate on one of these here: how people use the term “racism.”

From a liberal perspective, it seems fairly obvious that Trump and many of his supporters from
within and without the Republican party are racist. Certainly before I began my experiment, I
believed this. Liberals are aware, for example, that in January of 2016, 20% of Trump supporters (at
least those from the primaries) “disagreed with freeing the slaves”
(http://time.com/4236640/donald-trump-racist-supporters/). We liberals generally agree that Trump’s
proposal to put up a wall with Mexico and to ban all Muslims from entering the United States is
racist. Liberal sites often talk about the “Southern Strategy” in which the Republicans, during and
just after de-segregation, gained huge amounts of political support in the southeast by appealing to
racism against African Americans. (http://wonkette.com/602170/holy-sht-megan-mcardle).

Another example of “obvious” Republican racism came during my social media experiment when
Donald Trump claimed that U.S. District Judge Gonzalo Curiel should be disqualified from
overseeing the Trump University case because of his “Mexican Heritage”
(http://www.vox.com/2016/6/3/11848382/donald-trump-racism-media). To liberals and many
conservatives, this is about a clear of an example of racism as you are ever going to find.

However, in one particularly heated debate on my Facebook wall between a liberal friend and a non-
Trump supporting but conservative friend, it became apparent to me that many well-meaning and
intelligent people on the right deny that racism is rampant within the Republican party. They will
even go so far as to deny that Trump’s comments on Gonzalo Curiel were actually racist
(http://www.breitbart.com/2016-presidential-race/2016/06/06/trumps-questioning-federal-judge-not-r
acist/). During this lively exchange between my two friends, my experimental responsibility seemed
to be to defend the position that Trump’s comments weren’t racist or as bad as the liberals would
have us believe. But try as I might, I honestly couldn’t figure out how to do it, even after getting a
lead from others. How could any reasonable and well-intentioned person deny what is blatantly
obvious?

After observing a few conversations and talking with conservative acquaintances and friends, it
became apparent to me that people from opposite sides of the political spectrum tend to use
different definitions for the same word. While liberals are often willing to apply the term “racism” to
forms of discrimination that do not obviously involve race such as discrimination on the basis of
nationality or religion, people on the right tend to use a strict dictionary definition for the term.

When I Google “racism,” the first two definitions that come up are (1) “the belief that all members of
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each race possess characteristics, abilities, or qualities specific to that race, especially so as to
distinguish it as inferior or superior to another race or races” and (2) “prejudice, discrimination, or
antagonism directed against someone of a different race based on the belief that one’s own race is
superior.” Both of these definitions would fail to count as racist many acts or attitudes that are
regularly labeled as such by those on the left. For example, neither Trump’s proposal to build a wall
between the US and Mexico nor his proposal to ban Muslims from entering the country would count
as racist on these definitions. Neither proposal is based on the belief that all members of a relevant
race possess qualities specific to that race which thereby make them inferior. Nor is either proposal
obviously discrimination directed towards someone of a different race because of a belief that their
race is inferior. Being Mexican is not a race, it is a nationality. Similarly being Muslim is not a race,
it is a religion. Members of many different “races” (assuming you believe in such a thing at all) can
be Mexican or Muslim. So, the Republican can argue, Trump’s proposals and attitudes don’t fit the
dictionary definition of racism.

Here’s another example that came up with a conservative friend (for whom I generally have great
intellectual respect despite not belonging to the same political “tribes”) during my experiment. In a
recent survey it was found that “racial resentment” more strongly correlated with Trump support
than a number of other factors such as age, education, income level, economic pessimism, or
support for free trade
(http://www.vox.com/2016/6/2/11833548/donald-trump-support-race-religion-economy). This is
evidence that Trump supporters are, on average, more racist than the rest of the population, right?
“No!” says the conservative. Racial resentment is not the same thing as thinking that a race is
inferior, so this study doesn’t measure racism.

And even with regards to Trump’s statements about judge Curiel, some columnists have argued that
these were not necessarily racist
(http://thehill.com/blogs/pundits-blog/media/282540-trump-gets-it-wrong-on-latinos-but-so-does-the-
media). These arguments are similar to those defending the idea of building a wall with Mexico from
charges of racism. Curiel was being attacked for bias which might have been brought about from his
Mexican cultural heritage, which is entirely separate from his race (read “skin color”). If Curiel had
been black, white, or brown, Trump’s argument would not have changed. So, the argument goes, it
is not appropriate to accuse him or his supporters of racism in this case.

Understanding the origins of definitional differences

These differences in definition and usage between the political left and the right are likely to be
explainable by a mixture political pressures and well-known processes of language use. The rational
nature of these could be related to other contexts in which, for example a (sometimes implicit) desire
to ask a question while retaining plausible deniability may motivate indirect speech, as when a guy
asks a girl “do you want to come up stairs to see my etchings” instead of just asking her to have sex
(Pinker, Nowak, & Lee, 2008; http://www.pnas.org/content/105/3/833.full). Just as desires and
constraints here may be leading people to adopt certain linguistic strategies, they may do the same
in the case of the term “racism.”

What seems to be happening is the following: Across the political spectrum there is broad agreement
that being called a racist is bad. This is a word that has a strong negative emotional charge that is
universally recognized in our linguistic community. No one wants themselves or their group to be
labeled as racist because of the huge reputational costs this incurs. There is also broad agreement
that racism includes discrimination on the grounds of race. However, despite existing dictionary
definitions, the precise working definition remains hazy and imprecise. For example, the naive
concept of “race” employed by the general public is a shifty notion that has does not have a clear
biological basis
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(http://www.philbio.org/wp-content/uploads/2010/11/Lewontin-The-Apportionment-of-Human-Diversi
ty.pdf ; http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/377397), and this lack of clarity in the term “race” likely
carries over to “racism.”

For reasons like this, there is some built-in flexibility allowing us to extend meaning during language
use. It is important to note that this process of meaning extension is entirely natural. It has been
primarily studied by linguists interested in “polysemy” (Pustejovsky, 1991;
http://www.aclweb.org/anthology/J91-4003), who have pointed out that people extend meanings on a
regular basis, as when we use the word “newspaper” to refer not only to a physical object with pages
(e.g. “pass me that newspaper”), but also to refer to the content of a newspaper (e.g. “I read the
newspaper on my ipad”) or even to refer to an entire organization (e.g. “The newspaper fired its
editor).

However, political and social pressures create differences between sides in exactly how these
natural processes of meaning extension play out. In American politics, Republicans and
conservatives since the Nixon administration have consistently held positions that make them more
vulnerable to accusations of racism (such as demanding voter ID’s, which disproportionately affects
minorities’ abilities to vote). Modern day liberals on the other hand place a high value on social
equality and see racism as one of the world’s great evils. Because of this dynamic, liberals seem to
be inclined to extend the use of the term “racism” (and “racist”) to cover near semantic neighbors
like discrimination based on ethnicity and religion, especially when these are perceived to correlate
with skin color. Moreover, liberals note that the psychological mechanisms underlying
discrimination (e.g. discrimination based on religion, sexual preference, and race) are very similar
even if the objects of discrimination can differ
(http://www.huffingtonpost.com/jessica-joseph/homophobia-and-racism-similar-methodologies-of-deh
umanization_b_3459204.html). This makes it all the more natural for a liberal to extend the use of
the term.

Where liberals’ interests are in extending the term, Republicans are incentivized to adopt strategies
meant to defend against accusations of racism. A typical debate might start with a liberal saying
“Trump’s remarks about Curiel were racist.” The conservative replies by saying “They weren’t racist
at all.” The conservative can then force the liberal to consult the dictionary and win the argument on
a technicality (though this may be putting the bar too high;
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/08/21/magazine/the-easiest-way-to-get-rid-of-racism-just-redefine-it.ht
ml?rref=collection%2Fsectioncollection%2Fmagazine&_r=0). It might be objected that this all
suggests that liberals could simply win their arguments by using a more technically accurate term
such as “bigot”, though this would be the prosecutorial equivalent of lessening the charges against
the defendant as “racist” is likely perceived to be a more serious charge than “bigot” (as suggested
in the NYtimes article above and here
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/gil-laroya/the-line-between-bigotry_b_688567.html).

The point here is not which side is wrong. It is instead to point out that this natural process of
linguistic extension and restriction of meaning seems to be partly predictable on the basis of
political pressures. A moment’s reflection suggests that there may be a more general rule at play.
Whenever one (or one’s group) is vulnerable to accusations of possessing some quality broadly
recognized as negative, then that person or group is likely to define/use the relevant term more in a
more restricted way. However, when one’s opponents are vulnerable to accusations of possessing
some quality broadly recognized as negative, then a person or group is likely to use the relevant
term in a less restricted way.

The hypothesis that the meaning games being played out between Democrats and Republicans
reflect more general processes would need to be empirically tested, but intuitively this strikes me as
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likely to be true. Democrats seem to use the terms “communist” and “socialist” more precisely than
Republicans as Democrats are more vulnerable to charges of communism or socialism, both of which
traditionally have a negative connotation in America. Similarly I bet that in Great Britain, the Tories
and UKIP are defining the terms “xenophobic” and “nationalist” in a more restricted way than those
on the left in UK politics.


