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Introduction


Here We Go Again


Towards a Better Conversation about Racism


On 4 November 2008, Barack Obama was elected as the first Black president of the United States of America. In November of 2016, Pamela Taylor, a former West Virginia official, called the First Lady, Michelle Obama, an ‘ape in heels’. On 19 May 2018 in the UK, Meghan Markle married Prince Harry, making her the first person of colour in memory to join the British royal family. On 7 March 2021, Meghan, now the Duchess of Sussex, revealed in an interview with Oprah Winfrey that a member of her new family had been concerned about the couple’s son, born in 2019, being ‘too dark’. On 25 May 2020 in Minneapolis, police officer Derek Chauvin murdered George Floyd by kneeling on his neck for almost ten minutes. As a result, the Black Lives Matter movement, which had existed since 2013, erupted into international prominence. On 7 June 2020, in Bristol, a statue of the slave trader Edward Colston was toppled from its plinth, defaced and thrown into the harbour. On 5 January 2022, those charged with illegally removing the statue were cleared of any criminal damages.


These events caused waves nationally and internationally. And yet, in each case, there were those who argued that it was all about race and racism, and those who argued that it had nothing to do with race or racism. Certain people argued that some of the events proved racism was over. Others argued that some of the events proved racism was alive and well.


Arguments like these have been going on for some time. As early as the 1990s, books such as Dinesh D’Souza’s The End of Racism and, later, Larry Elder’s Stupid Black Men: How to Play the Race Card – and Lose argued that racism was over. It was time to stop pretending to be victims. More recently, in 2020, books like Ijeoma Oluo’s Mediocre: The Dangerous Legacy of White Male America and Layla Saad’s Me and White Supremacy have argued that all White people are beneficiaries of, and perhaps complicit in, a continuing, active White supremacist system. New books are published each year on either side of this heated, polarized debate. We have arguments in abundance.


What we don’t seem to have in abundance are facts.


This book will change that. It is not a political book, but a scientific one. As such, it will lay out empirical facts from the wealth of international scientific research on racism. While this research comes from countries as diverse as Australia, France and Uganda, a disproportionate amount of it has been conducted in the US and in Western European countries like the United Kingdom. As a result, findings from those countries are overrepresented in this book and in the wider scientific literature. However, the central facts that emerge from this abundance of research are remarkably consistent.


This book is not about upending, or reaffirming, your cherished beliefs. Instead it will lay out the facts about racism, based rigorously and unerringly upon the best science we have at our disposal. There will be stories in it – some moving, some emotional, some eye-opening. But fundamentally, this book is about the scientific method, how we apply it to the study of racism, and what it reveals when we do. If you are a person who genuinely wants to know what the facts are and how we know them, this book is for you. Our values are the blueprint for the world we’d like to live in. Our politics are the roadmap directing us to that world. That much, I will leave up to the reader to sort out for themselves. But science is the best way we have of understanding the world as it is. Over the course of this book, I ask the reader to leave that to me.


The Science of Racism will start by highlighting how little agreement there is in society about contemporary racism, even at the most basic level. It will discuss how scientists build knowledge about contemporary racism, taking an in-depth look at one kind of experiment: the CV experiment. We will refer back to this type of experiment several times throughout the book, because it serves as a base upon which more complex and nuanced knowledge can be built. Having established how we know what we know through that narrow focus, the book will also take a broad look at what we know about the many areas of life (beyond employment) that may be affected by racism, from birth to death.


With the very basics of racism out of the way, we’ll look at why we often know so little about racism and the psychological tools we use to hide the truth from ourselves. This will include topics like the unconscious bias narrative, deception, victim blaming, knowledge, meta-knowledge and definitional boundaries of discrimination. Then we’ll handle some of the most nuanced and delicate aspects of racism: racism between ethnic minorities, racism between members of the same ethnic group, and even ‘reverse racism’ or racism against White people.


Finally, the book will turn to ways of responding to racism and what the science says about how well they really work. This section will include topics like colour blindness, unconscious bias training, cross-group friendships and collective action.


By the end of the book, you’ll have a much clearer, more scientifically accurate idea of what contemporary racism is, what it looks like, how to respond to it, and the complexities that surround it. Even better, perhaps, if you have doubts about any of it, you won’t have to take my word for it. Instead you’ll have hundreds of scientific references that you can check for yourself to make sure that what you’ve been told is the truth.


Racism is a difficult, complex topic, but we have much more scientific knowledge about it than most people realize. This book will share that knowledge with you.










PART I


HOW DO WE KNOW IF RACISM IS REAL?










Chapter 1


Do We Have a Problem?


Disagreements about Contemporary Racism


Few topics are as divisive as racism, so let’s start with the disagreements.


Even the most basic question about racism is still, apparently, a source of great division and debate. Consider the simple question, ‘Does racism still exist?’ By this, I don’t mean, ‘Is it possible that one person’s uncle somewhere in a small town still makes the occasional “off-colour” remark?’ I mean something bigger than that, and I think most other people do too when they ask that question. If I had to translate ‘Does racism still exist?’ into more rigorous terms, I think it’d be fair to phrase it something like this: ‘Is racism still enough of a feature in our society that it has detectable, significant effects on how people are treated and what their life outcomes are likely to be?’ For example, does race affect how a crime is reported or interpreted? Does race affect how likely you are to be supported in your graduate studies, or hired for a job, or given the appropriate treatment by a doctor, or shot by a police officer? When we see certain people being followed around in stores, or treated like foreigners, or harassed by the authorities, is this because of racism or is it because of something else? Are people just using racism as a way to avoid taking responsibility for their own actions or failures? Or is there genuinely a system in society that works to the advantage of White people and the detriment of everyone else? Before you read any further, I’d like you to seriously consider what your answer to those questions would be.


Whatever you believe, about half the population agrees with you. I am being very literal about this: about half of the population in both the UK and the US believe in the existence of contemporary racism and about half (or, depending on the specific kind of racism, slightly more than half) do not. According to a representative 2018 Guardian poll of British adults, more than half of those polled thought minorities faced less or the same discrimination as White people in the news (53%), in TV or films (60%), in the workplace (54%), in access to finance (57%), access to jobs (52%), university (52%) or good schooling (54%). Results in the United States are somewhat similar. A 2021 Gallup poll revealed that slightly more than half of the White American population (59%) believe ‘racism against Blacks [is] widespread in the US’, while slightly less than half do not (40%). In the meantime, according to the same poll, slightly less than half of the White American population (43%) believe ‘racism against Whites [is] widespread in the US’, while slightly more than half do not (55%). These findings echo those of a 2011 study by Norton and Sommers which showed that a growing number of White Americans believed ‘reverse racism’ or racism against White people was the more prevalent form of racial bias.


This kind of division in our society is a real problem, but it is understandable. People look to authorities to help them answer the big questions about life and society. But often, those in positions of authority offer no clear answers. Politicians frequently pretend to be experts on a host of scientific matters like racism – and vaccines, and climate change, and evolution – but they’re not. If they don’t have degrees or past careers in social psychology or climate science or evolutionary biology, then they are no more experts in the topic than you are. Nonetheless, they are our chosen representatives: a reflection of our collective beliefs and the kinds of societies we’d like to have. We have a reasonable expectation that we should take their views seriously.


Unfortunately, they are as sharply divided as the rest of us. In his inauguration speech in 2020, Joe Biden, the 46th president of the United States, said: ‘We face an attack on democracy and on truth. A raging virus. Growing inequity. The sting of systemic racism . . .’ and ‘Our history has been a constant struggle between the American ideal that we are all created equal and the harsh, ugly reality that racism, nativism, fear, and demonization have long torn us apart.’ President Biden also overturned his predecessor Donald Trump’s Executive Order 13950: the Executive Order on Combating Race and Sex Stereotyping, which aimed to put a halt to diversity training, anti-bias training and many other interventions that were allegedly ‘teaching that men and members of certain races, as well as our most venerable institutions, are inherently sexist and racist’. By doing this, Biden reopened the door to discussions of continued racism in American society and what to do about it. Democratic Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez makes frequent references to racism and White supremacy in her speeches and on her Twitter profile, where she has voiced opinions such as ‘Let this front page serve as a reminder of how white supremacy is aided by – and often relies upon – the cowardice of mainstream institutions,’ and ‘Your weakness will help build a monument to white supremacy.’


On the other side of the American political aisle, Republicans are concerned that talk about racism and anti-racism has gone much too far. In 2022 a fierce debate began, and is ongoing, about ‘critical race theory’ – specifically, whether it should be taught in schools. There is widespread disagreement, among its defenders and its detractors, about exactly what critical race theory is, but it seems to serve as a stand-in for all the aspects of racism that some people are tired of talking about. According to US Senator Ted Cruz, critical race theory says that ‘every White person is racist’ and that ‘certain children are inherently bad people because of the colour of their skin’. Christopher Rufo, a senior fellow at the Manhattan Institute (a libertarian think tank) wrote an article in USA Today called ‘What I Discovered about Critical Race Theory in Public Schools and Why It Shouldn’t Be Taught’. In the article, Rufo asserts that critical race theory is a form of ‘race-based Marxism’. Similar to Senator Cruz, he claims that critical race theory ascribes ‘moral superiority’ or inferiority to people based solely on their race: that White people are unfairly deemed inherently racist and ethnic minorities are unfairly deemed inherently virtuous. At the time of writing, at least five US states have passed critical race theory bills restricting what a teacher may talk about, or may be compelled to talk about. At least twelve other states are considering similar bills.


Not to be outdone by the Americans, the British government has weighed in in very similar ways. Kim Johnson and Dawn Butler are both Black women, both Labour MPs and both of the opinion that the British police (and other institutions) are institutionally racist, as has been widely reported in the British media. This may have something to do with the fact that both women have been stopped and questioned by the police on what seemed to be very flimsy pretexts. In each case, once they identified themselves as members of parliament, the police very quickly lost interest or even apologized, but both women believe racism was part of the reason why they were stopped and questioned. Jeremy Corbyn, an MP and former Labour candidate for prime minister who is White and male, has also made his views on the matter clear. On 22 April 2021, he tweeted, ‘Today the struggle against institutional racism continues. From Stephen Lawrence to George Floyd, Black Lives Matter.’


On the other side of the British political aisle is the (at the time) Conservative Women and Equalities minister – Kemi Badenoch MP, who, like Johnson and Butler, is Black and a woman, but not at all of the belief that institutional racism is a serious problem in the UK. She admits that there is some racism in the UK and that she has experienced some discrimination. But she strongly resists what she calls attempts to ‘politicize’ her skin colour. Like her counterparts in the US, Badenoch has claimed that critical race theory is an ideology that interprets mere Whiteness as oppression and mere Blackness as victimhood. She has further claimed that many people who support critical race theory aren’t working towards any ideal future that we would recognize, but actually want reprehensible things like a segregated society. Further still, Badenoch has stated that British teachers would be breaking the law if they taught their pupils about a range of concepts, including critical race theory and White privilege, as if they were fact rather than merely one side’s political opinion. This is more than just talk. In 2021, the British government, after assembling a Commission on Race and Ethnic Disparities and conducting its own research, went on to publish the Sewell report, which found ‘no evidence of systemic or institutional racism’ in the UK.


It’s hard to know what to believe. It’s hard to say which has more credibility: a peer-reviewed publication, a government report, a book, or any other kind of media. It’s hard to know which sources are reporting facts and which are just spouting opinions. And it’s often not clear who has the authority, expertise or methodology to back up their claims. Lots of very clever people with impressive-sounding degrees have published lots of books that wildly disagree with each other.


As an example, whether you agree with her or not, you may have heard of Dr Robin DiAngelo. She is White, a woman, and the holder of two bachelor’s degrees (in Sociology and History) as well as a PhD in Multicultural Education from the University of Washington. She has published several books about the persistence of racism in today’s society and has gone as far as to say that ‘all White people are racist’. She has clarified that statement by adding that she didn’t mean that all White individuals were consciously, intentionally doing hurtful anti-Black things, but that they have all absorbed a certain amount of racist ideology – and that this ideology shapes the way they see themselves, the way they see the world around them, and the practices and policies that they set up in that world. If you are a fan of Dr DiAngelo’s work, you likely believe in widespread racism on both an interpersonal and institutional level.


However, there are books that disagree. Dinesh D’Souza is another author you may have heard of, whether or not you agree with his work. Mr D’Souza is an Indian American and the holder of a bachelor’s degree in English from Dartmouth College. He has consistently published books saying that racism isn’t a problem in society any more, and that the issues we face today are largely cultural faults within ethnic minority groups themselves. We can look at specific examples, such as some of D’Souza’s claims that came out in an interview with Ben Wattenberg for the television show Think Tank. Here, D’Souza said that it was wrong to believe, as liberals apparently do, that racial discrimination wholly or even largely explains the failures of Black people in America. Rather, D’Souza blames these failures – crime, babies born out of wedlock, and so on – on problems with Black culture, including heavy, ‘virtually parasitic’ reliance on the government. If you are a fan of Mr D’Souza, you probably believe that people should stop trying to blame racism for their problems and just take responsibility for their own lives.


There is no shortage of people willing to write books on whether racism still exists or is still a problem, and there is no shortage of disagreements between these authors. And now you are reading a new book, by a new author, saying that this time it’s going to be different. So what makes this book more useful or more accurate than the flood of literature you’ve already encountered so far?


One word: science.


Science is a rigorous, self-correcting system of making hypotheses – that is, predictions about how the world works – and testing those hypotheses against objective, reliable, external data. If the data don’t match the predictions in your hypotheses, your hypotheses have failed and you have to change them or abandon them. If your hypotheses make more accurate or precise predictions than others, then your hypotheses win, and should be accepted over the others. If your hypotheses can’t make any predictions at all, then you’re not even doing science and you should just leave. Evidence is the coin of the realm in science. Not eloquence, not popularity, not even formal philosophical syllogisms, but evidence: the ability to make predictions about the real world that are more specific and more likely to come true than anyone else’s predictions.


And this means that in science, you can’t have wildly differing opinions on whether racism exists in society. Politicians can disagree on these things. Philosophers can disagree on these things. Pundits, activists, demagogues and professional debaters make their living out of disagreement. But in science, if there is a disagreement, sooner or later somebody is going to make a prediction and test it, or they’ll have to admit that they were wrong. By its nature, science tends towards consensus.


This is not to say that there are no disagreements in science at all. Even from my own research, it’s easy enough to point to examples of me disagreeing with other scientists about a number of higher-level ideas. Science always has frontiers, and it always takes time to sort out the answers to new questions. But disagreements cannot last for very long, and the question of racism is not a new one. It is a very old one. We have had a consensus on it for a long time – and by the time you’ve finished this book, you’ll know what that consensus is and how we got to it.










Chapter 2


Show Me What You Got


The Scientific Consensus on Racism


I’ve said that I am going to give you the scientific consensus on the existence of racism – I should clarify what I mean by that. I don’t mean that I’m going to give you my opinion as a scientist or an expert in the field. I could do that. With a doctorate in Social Psychology from Oxford University, over fifteen years of research experience in the field, more than seventy-five empirical, peer-reviewed papers which have been cited over 2,000 times, and a professorship at the University of London, I could just tell you my opinion as an expert. But, as I said before, opinion isn’t the coin of the realm in science – not even expert opinion. Other people, with different opinions, could also claim to be experts. Indeed, some of them might genuinely be experts, perhaps with even more publications and citations than I have. But you don’t achieve consensus in science by comparing degrees. What matters in science is not the years of experience, books written, or the number of people you can get to agree with you. In science, what matters is evidence: specifically testable, verifiable, quantitative evidence published in peer-reviewed scientific journals.


My opinions, expert or no, would be of no use to you, and I would not expect you to accept anything on my say-so. Quite the contrary: every time I tell you about a scientific finding, I will give you the names of the authors of the paper, the year in which they published it and (in the reference section) the journal in which they published it. This is to make sure that you don’t have to take my word for anything. I want you to be sceptical. I want you to check for yourself. Please go so far as to read the papers and see if the researchers found what I say they found. I would honestly welcome that. There are far too many examples of advertisements or blogs or snake-oil salesmen claiming that ‘science has discovered this’ or ‘science has confirmed that’. But without identifiable, traceable, scientific sources, those claims are worthless and should be treated with the utmost suspicion. I’m going to tell you what the science has actually found, and I’m also going to give you the tools to verify that for yourself.


Science, as stated, is about the ability to make predictions. Philosophers can have the same debate for thousands of years without arriving at a consensus. Indeed, they have repeatedly done just that. A 2014 survey of 931 philosophy faculty members by Bourget and Chalmers found very low levels of agreement on a host of basic millennia-old questions such as whether free will exists, how truth should be defined, what personal identity means and whether there are such things as abstract objects. But in science, any meaningful belief must be translatable into a prediction about something in the real world. It’s very ‘put up or shut up’ in the scientific arena. A belief that can’t be used to make any predictions at all isn’t scientific, and any predictions that aren’t supported by empirical data can be discarded as wrong. So if there is a disagreement, all you have to do is clarify what your divergent predictions are, then test them to see which ones are more accurate.


Let’s start with one very simple prediction, and let’s base that prediction on the opposing perspectives on racism outlined in the last chapter. Recall Dr DiAngelo’s views about the ubiquity and importance of contemporary racism, and compare them to Mr D’Souza’s views that racism isn’t a good or important explanation for the ‘failures’ of Black people in today’s society. These two contrasting positions must imply some different expectations about observable behaviour in the real world. If not, science wouldn’t consider them meaningful positions at all.


If I had to distil the words of DiAngelo and D’Souza down to a simple scientific prediction, it would sound something like this: in a given situation in which a Black and a White person were otherwise identical, the White person would/would not receive detectably favourable treatment. I know the language in that prediction might sound clunky and robotic. That’s because the style aims to maximize clarity, even at the expense of feeling easy or natural. There can be no room for excuses. Science can’t abide vague predictions that would allow anyone to claim victory. We all need to be in total agreement about what the conditions are (that is, a Black and a White person have to be otherwise identical – not similar, or related in some way, but identical) and what the outcomes are that would prove one person correct and the other incorrect (that is, the White person either would or would not receive treatment that is preferential, and this preference must be objectively detectable to both parties and to independent external observers).


Given what she’s said, I would expect Dr DiAngelo to agree with the ‘would’ version of that prediction – that Black people are (at least sometimes) treated worse than White people for no other reason than their race. Similarly, I would expect Mr D’Souza to agree with the ‘would not’ version of that prediction, in which we should not find different outcomes for Black and White people who are otherwise the same as each other. Indeed, D’Souza’s outlook strongly implies that the different outcomes for Black and White people should be due to some difference in the things they do. Once Black people and White people do the same things, they should be treated in much the same way, and get much the same results. This seems like a very clear-cut case of a difference in predictions. You may interpret those stances differently, or think that they point towards a different set of predictions, and that’s fine. What matters is that your interpretation, whatever it is, permits some testable prediction about real-world events.


Now that we have a general prediction (which says that ‘in a given situation in which a Black and White person were otherwise identical, the White person would/would not receive favourable treatment’), all we have to do is pick a specific instance and test it. However, we should be careful here. This can be tricky to do properly, and it’s where a lot of people who think they’re relying on the data start to make mistakes.


For example, some people point out that the unemployment rate for Black people in the United States is much higher than the unemployment rate for White people in the United States (15.4% vs 10.1%, according to data from the US Labor Department). In the UK, though the overall unemployment rate is lower, the gap is much worse, with unemployment rates among Black British people being twice as high as those among White British people (8% vs 4%, according to the Office for National Statistics). Some people use this as evidence of racial discrimination against Black people in the workplace. However, by itself, it isn’t. Let’s think about it. Would these rates allow us to differentiate between Dr DiAngelo’s and Mr D’Souza’s beliefs about racial discrimination? The answer is clearly no. DiAngelo could say that the different unemployment rates are a clear sign of anti-Black discrimination. D’Souza could say that the discrimination is small, if it’s there at all, and that the real issue is Black culture, or a lack of workplace ambition, or something else. Merely observing a relationship between race and some outcome doesn’t tell us why that relationship is there. That is why scientists often say ‘correlation does not equal causation’.


We also have to avoid relying on anecdotes. For every story about a Black person who says they faced discrimination at the hands of some employer, we could find a story about a White person who says they were passed over for a job due to affirmative action or some other form of reverse discrimination. Even if we were bizarrely naive and simply took all these stories at face value – accepted that the people in question accurately understood their situations, and accepted that they each relayed that understanding perfectly to us – we still wouldn’t be able to filter out the effects of a thousand other potential factors, of which the people in the situations might not even be aware. In each case, we still wouldn’t know how much the person’s own performance, workplace behaviour, age, location, or even their appearance might have contributed to the situation. We can’t go back in time and magically change the race of a person, and only their race, to see how the situation would have been different. Hence, we still can’t draw definitive conclusions from these stories, no matter how many we collect. That is why scientists often say that ‘the plural of anecdote is not data’.


It should also go without saying that it’s not a viable option to simply ask a large number of people whether they do or do not discriminate against ethnic minorities. Some research works this way, and it can be useful in particular circumstances. In 2020 I conducted a study like that myself, which I will come to later. But for this particular question, it would be an obvious mistake, because people might lie. Indeed, many people have strong reasons to fudge the truth, at least a little. Research by Crandall and colleagues in 2002 and by McConahay and colleagues in 1981 has shown that there are very, very strong anti-discrimination norms in Western societies, and even people who knowingly respond more negatively to some groups than to others can be careful to hide their feelings in order to avoid the social or legal consequences. Whether you agree with these social norms or not, there is no escaping the fact that they sometimes make us hide our true feelings and beliefs. Or, as D’Souza himself was cited saying in a 2000 paper by Van Boven, ‘the topics of race and to a lesser extent gender have been taboo in our society, particularly in the universities. What people say in public is not the same as what they believe in private.’ Scientists don’t have a catchy phrase to sum up this lesson, but it’s still a good lesson: you can’t just ask people about stuff like discrimination.


So is all hope lost? Is there any way to truly, scientifically test whether discrimination is happening or not? Of course there is; otherwise, this would be a very short book. All it takes is a little bit of knowledge about the scientific method and experimental design.


Experimental design


Actually, it takes more than ‘a little bit’ of knowledge. Over the decades, psychological science has leapt forward several times. We now have much more rigorous standards around experimental design, statistics, transparency and replicability than we used to. Doing it right – conducting good scientific research – can be quite complex, and even the people with PhDs can still make mistakes. Gone are the carefree days when you could just lock a pigeon in a box, or trap a handful of male university students in your basement, or frighten the living bejesus out of a baby with a pair of cymbals and then jot down whatever observations seemed important to you. (Yes, these are all real experiments that actually happened; check out the work of Haney, Banks and Zimbardo in 1973; Skinner in 1948; and Watson and Rayner in 1920.) Nowadays, things are much more rigorous, and it would be wrong to give you the impression that it’s all very simple.


That said, you don’t really need to understand all the statistics and the advances in design and reporting. The basic principles are easy enough to grasp and they still form the bedrock of psychological science (and science in many other fields) today. In essence, here is how the scientific approach would solve our problem. If you want to test whether one thing causes another thing, then what you need is a genuine experiment. And it can’t just be any experiment. The best kind is what we call a randomized controlled trial.


What does that mean? Let’s start with the ‘randomized’ part. In this kind of experiment participants are randomly assigned to be in one group or another, or to receive one treatment or another. This is very important because we want to be sure that any differences we find after the experiment are due to the things we did during the experiment, and not due to some systematic differences that already existed before the experiment. If the participants in different groups aren’t based on random assignment but are instead consistently different in some other way (for example, if they were chosen from two different workplaces or classrooms), then you can’t tell whether or not this pre-existing difference is the real explanation for your results. That’s what we call a ‘confound’: some difference, other than the one you’re interested in, that systematically varies between the groups you’re testing. A confound is disastrous for any experiment as it destroys the ability to confidently say where the effects came from.


‘Controlled’ means a lot of things, but essentially it means that the experimenters whittle away any potential explanation for the results other than the specific thing they are trying to investigate. This is why genuine experiments need a ‘control group’ – a group that gets every single thing that the experimental groups get, except the one thing that you’re interested in. So if you want to know whether a drug improves academic performance, you need to compare a (randomly assigned) group of people who took the drug to a (also randomly assigned) group of people who experienced exactly the same thing as the people who took the drug, except the drug itself. If one group went to see a doctor or psychologist, the other group should also go to see the doctor or psychologist. If one group took a pill from a big shiny bottle, the other group should also take a pill from a big shiny bottle. Even very subtle, discreet non-verbal behaviours of the experimenters can skew the results; so, for instance, if experimenters in one condition (i.e., one group of randomly assigned participants) expect the participants to do better on a maths test, the experimenters in the other condition should also expect the participants to do better on the maths test. Indeed, we now recommend that neither the experimenter nor the participant should have any idea which group they happen to be in. Preferably the participants should have no idea what the experiment is even about, or how many groups there are. This is what’s called a double-blind experiment, and it’s the best way to stop our expectations from making us produce flawed data.


What’s crucial here is the following basic principle: if you want to know whether someone’s race affects anything, then you need to design an experiment (a double-blind, randomized, controlled trial) where the only thing that varies is the race of the stimulus or target. Everything else should be the same. If you successfully do that, and you still find differences in the responses that reliably vary by race, then you can confidently say that these differences in responses are due to race and race alone. That is how you scientifically test for discrimination.


The CV study


Applying that knowledge to a specific situation, we can make our general prediction more precise. Instead of, ‘In a given situation in which a Black and White person were otherwise identical, the White person would/would not receive favourable treatment,’ we could say, ‘In a situation in which a Black and White person had otherwise identical CVs, the White person would/would not be treated more favourably when they apply for a job.’


With that formulation, it’s easy to see how the test could be done. All you need is a CV. You can then make hundreds or thousands of copies of that CV. The number you make depends on your budget and how confident you want to be that your results are both real and generalizable, rather than a statistical artefact or only applicable to a small section of the population. There are all kinds of fancy, science-y considerations to help you determine the exact number you’d need, depending on your experiment’s design and the hypothesized size of the effect. But for now, a good rule of thumb is that this kind of experiment should contain about 100 people if you’re keeping things simple, and about 1,000 people if you want to make things very complex or ensure you have a more representative population.


Now, you take your hundreds (or thousands) of CVs and keep them all exactly the same except for one thing: the identity of the person who ostensibly sent the CV. Again, this identity could be changed in a number of ways. However, for this example, let’s keep things simple and say that half the names on the CVs are edited to make it look as though they’re being sent by a Black person and the other half are edited to look as though they’re being sent by a White person. Now we’ve accomplished that coveted controlled status that weeds out any effects except those of the thing we care about: race.


We’re almost done. All we have to do is send these hundreds (or thousands) of CVs to potential employers. At this stage it’s important that we do nothing to tip the employers off as to what’s going on. They should have no idea which condition they’re in (Black CV vs White CV), they shouldn’t even know how many conditions there are, and preferably (though you can’t always do this because of the ethics boards) they shouldn’t even know that they’re in an experiment, or that there are any conditions in the first place. All they should know is that, one day, a CV landed on their desk and they had to make a decision about whether to call that person in for an interview or toss the CV in the bin.


And then we wait.


We give it a while, however long we think it should take for the potential employers to make up their minds. Then we just have to count the number of callbacks each version of the CV got and we’ll have our answer about whether or not racism is still a factor in contemporary hiring decisions.


Remember, science is about making predictions and proving that those predictions are accurate. If you’re unwilling to put your cards on the table and make a prediction, then this isn’t the game for you. Those of you who agree with DiAngelo should predict that the CVs will get very different callback rates; specifically, the White CVs should get a higher rate of callbacks than the Black CVs. Those of you who side with D’Souza should predict that the CVs will get very similar callback rates. There may be a tiny difference in one direction or the other, but this difference shouldn’t be consistent or different from the results of random chance. It should not be, as the scientists would say, statistically significant.


So, now that we’ve explained what the design of our CV experiment should be, here is the big question: if you conducted an experiment like this, what would you find? Would the responses to the CVs be based on their merits? Or would the race of the person sending the CV make a difference?


This is a question I would really like you to answer. As I’ve said, science is about making accurate predictions. So make one! Making a prediction about the outcome of an experiment is the best way to see how scientific your views are. This is no time to chicken out, and the rest of the chapter will be a lot more fun if you put your prediction out there. Feel free to use the format below to specify what your prediction is:


Who would receive more callbacks?


[image: ] White CVs [image: ] Black CVs [image: ] Neither


If you chose either White CVs or Black CVs, how many more callbacks would they receive?


[image: ] 10% [image: ] 50% [image: ] 90%


These are very broad, ballpark figures, but they’re still good enough to see whether our predictions roughly match the data. And now that we have a specific prediction, let’s find out if we were right.


The consensus: Is racism a factor in hiring decisions?


Rather than give you a simple yes or no, we’ll go through examples of research that has used the design I’ve described, and we’ll see what they found.


In 2003, Devah Pager hired four twenty-three-year-old university students, two of whom were Black and two of whom were White. These students were Pager’s confederates: people recruited by experimenters to play important roles in their studies. This could mean pretending to be a bystander, another participant in the experiment or, as in this case, an applicant for a job. According to Pager, the students were ‘matched on the basis of physical appearance and general style of self-presentation’. For the purpose of this experiment, all the relevant details on their CVs were also matched, including their educational attainment and work experience. They then looked for jobs that were advertised in the Sunday classified advertisement section of the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, plus some extras that they found on Jobsnet – a job-seeking website. They applied for 350 jobs at the rate of about fifteen every week. In each case, they visited the potential employers, filled out the application process, and proceeded as far as they could go during the course of the visit.


Pager used the employers’ measurable responses to the applicants as the outcome data. If they were invited back for an interview (that is, if they received a callback) or if they were hired on the spot, these were counted as positive responses.


You’ve probably noticed that there’s some information I didn’t give you. Who was Devah Pager? Where did she grow up? What was her skin colour? What university did she work for? Which department was she in? How many papers had she published? What were her political leanings? I left all of that information out, and I left it out deliberately, because in science none of that matters.


Politicians, pseudo-scientists and propaganda artists love to focus on that kind of information. It is one of their most frequently used rhetorical tricks to offer a list of fancy people, with fancy degrees from fancy universities, and claim that those people agree with them. That tactic is perfectly understandable because it works. Many of us would naturally find Pager’s conclusions more convincing if we were told that she worked at Harvard University (which she did), or that she was a renowned sociologist (which she was) who had published about seventy academic works that have been cited over 16,000 times (which she had).


The unscientific approach would be to use Pager’s credentials to argue that her conclusions on racism in employment were sound. But the scientific approach ignores all of that. The only things that matter in science are the methods she used and the observations that resulted from those methods. In other words, what did she do, and what did she find? Any other information is a distraction. Or worse, it is an attempt to use authority, real or fabricated, as a substitute for empirical data. The only reason I gave you Pager’s name and the year in which she published was so that you could look up her paper yourself in the reference section and check that I am representing her findings accurately. This will also be my approach with all other research cited in this book. We will ignore the fluff and focus on the data.


So, 350 job applications later, what did Pager find? Overall, the Black applicants had a 9.5% callback rate. And the perfectly equally qualified White applicants? They had a 25.5% callback rate. That is over two times higher. In other words, despite having completely identical CVs and being matched on all the conceivably relevant characteristics, for every 100 jobs the Black people applied for, they heard back from about 10 of the employers, and for every 100 jobs the White people applied for, they heard back from about 26 of the employers.


The response matrix we used earlier doesn’t have the numbers to represent such an extreme result. This is a 160% difference, and the highest number we anticipated was a 90% difference. Still, it’s useful to compare our predictions to what we found. That’s how we do science, after all. So, if we had to plug Pager’s findings into our response matrix, it would look something like this:


Who received more callbacks?


[image: ] WhiteCVs [image: ] Black CVs [image: ] Neither


How many more callbacks did they receive?


[image: ] 10% [image: ] 50% [image: ] (>)90%


That, however, is only one result. And we’d be pretty poor scientists if we based all our beliefs on a single experiment from Milwaukee. Have any other experiments tested this phenomenon in similar ways? Yes. In 2004, Marianne Bertrand and Sendhil Mullainathan sent in CVs in response to job ads in Chicago and Boston newspapers and measured the number of callbacks for interviews each résumé received. In total, they sent over 5,000 CVs in response to over 1,300 employment ads. The number of CVs was so high because the experiment was rather complex; the scientists wanted to have enough versions of the CVs to see how the response rates were affected by more than one thing. While all their results were eye-opening, the one that we’re interested in right now is how race affected the callback rates the CVs received. Again, it’s important to remember that for each set of CVs, the Black and White CVs were identical in every way. In fact, Bertrand and Mullainathan only indicated the race of the applicant by varying their name to be stereotypically White or stereotypically Black (e.g., Emily vs Lakisha). All the other details were the same, and at no point did the experimenters or any confederates interact with the potential employers, so there was no chance for expectations, non-verbal behaviours, or any other extraneous factors to affect the results.


So, what did they find? In the researchers’ own words: ‘Applicants with White names need to send about ten résumés to get one callback whereas applicants with African American names need to send around fifteen résumés to get one callback. This 50 per cent gap in callback rates is statistically very significant. Based on our estimates, a White name yields as many more callbacks as an additional eight years of experience.’


That finding is not as extreme as Pager’s 2003 result, but is still large, and very much in the same direction. If we put Bertrand and Mullainathan’s 2004 findings into our response matrix, it would look like this:


Who received more callbacks?


[image: ] White CVs [image: ] Black CVs [image: ] Neither


How many more callbacks did they receive?


[image: ] 10% [image: ] 50% [image: ] 90%


There are many possible explanations for the difference in the size of the effect. For example, it is possible that Pager’s hired university students let some of their expectations show, despite having been trained to keep them in check. It’s also possible that Bertrand and Mullainathan’s manipulation was weaker than Pager’s because a name is only an indication of whether a person is Black or White, but you can’t be 100% sure. It’s definitely conceivable that a person named Emily West, Emily Morgan, Emily Bernard or Emeli Sandé is a Black woman. In contrast, Pager’s manipulation of the race of the applicant was rock solid. The employers could see a real human being filling out the application, and it was clearly either a Black person or a White one.


No experiment is perfect. There are pros and cons to every conceivable experimental design. Even with an infinite well of resources, there may still be questions about the findings. This is why we build a consensus in science. We use a variety of different tweaks to the design, in a variety of different places, over a considerable amount of time, to increase our confidence in the findings. So let’s look at another.


In 2006, in New York, Eden B. King, Saaid A. Mendoza, Juan M. Madera, Mikki R. Hebl and Jennifer L. Knight asked 155 White men to rate an applicant based only on his CV. Of course, you know what’s coming next. The CVs were all identical except for one thing – the race of the person who was applying. King, Mendoza, Madera, Hebl and Knight actually used four racial categories, which they manipulated by changing the name on the CV: Asian American (‘Lee Chang’), Black (‘Jamal Jenkins’), Hispanic (‘Jose Gonzales’), or White (‘James Sullivan’). The results for the Asian and Hispanic names are interesting and we will get to them in a later chapter. But, for now, for consistency, let’s keep looking at the Black and White examples. Given that the CVs were identical, did they receive identical ratings? No, they did not. This experiment didn’t use callbacks as the outcome data. Instead, it used the participants’ ratings of the applicants. Nonetheless, we can compare these findings and try to squeeze them into our response matrix. Overall, the White applicants were rated as reasonably suitable for the potential jobs (with a mean score of 3.42 out of 6), while the identically qualified Black candidates were perceived as significantly less so (3.19 out of 6). This is about a 10% difference in their perceived suitability, so we can enter the findings in our results matrix as follows:


Who received more callbacks?


[image: ] White CVs [image: ] Black CVs [image: ] Neither


How many more callbacks did they receive?


[image: ] 10% [image: ] 50% [image: ] 90%


Again, we see that the size of the effect varies. The smaller effect here could be due to geography (King’s experiment took place in New York, while Pager’s took place in Milwaukee), or the kind of job, or to the fact that perceived suitability may not be the main driver of racial discrimination in the job market. It is possible that employers still discriminate against Black people even when they perceive them to be capable or suitable for the post. Nonetheless, the direction is remarkably consistent. Across a range of areas, a range of jobs and a span of time, White applicants are perceived and treated more favourably than Black ones.


Let’s quickly go through a few more. In an experiment published in 2009, Pager, Western and Bonokowski hired testers (Black, White and Latino) to apply for 340 real entry-level jobs over the course of nine months in New York City. According to the researchers, ‘They were matched on the basis of their verbal skills, interactional styles (level of eye-contact, demeanor, and verbosity), and physical attractiveness.’ As always, the CVs they used were also matched indicating ‘identical educational attainment, and comparable quality of high school, work experience (quantity and kind), and neighborhood of residence’. Still, despite identical CVs and matching in all other conceivable ways, Black applicants had a 15.2% callback rate, and White applicants had a 31% callback rate – over twice as high. Plugged into our matrix, that would be:


Who received more callbacks?


[image: ] White CVs [image: ] Black CVs [image: ] Neither


How many more callbacks did they receive?


[image: ] 10% [image: ] 50% [image: ] 90%


In an experiment published in 2012, Booth, Leigh and Varganova applied for over 4,000 jobs in Australia between April and October. They used a set of CVs that were identical except for, you guessed it, the ethnicity of the name of the person supposedly applying for the post (Anglo-Saxon, Indigenous, Chinese, Italian and Middle Eastern). Despite otherwise identical CVs, the Black (i.e., Indigenous) applicants had a 26% callback rate and the White applicants had a 35% callback rate – 1.35 times higher. Plugged into our matrix, that would be:


Who received more callbacks?


[image: ] White CVs [image: ] Black CVs [image: ] Neither


How many more callbacks did they receive?


[image: ] 10% [image: ] 50% [image: ] 90%


In 2016, Kang and Decelles responded to 1,600 job postings across a variety of metropolitan areas in the United States. As always, the CVs they used were identical except for the apparent ethnicities of the people who were applying for the posts. They looked at the effects of both identifiably Black and identifiably East Asian names, but, again, for now we’ll only look at the Black ones. Identifiably Black CVs had a 10% response rate, while CVs that were whitened to remove any traces of Blackness had a 25.5% response rate – over 2.5 times as many (or a difference of 150%). Plugged into our matrix, that would be:


Who received more callbacks?


[image: ] White CVs [image: ] Black CVs [image: ] Neither


How many more callbacks did they receive?


[image: ] 10% [image: ] 50% [image: ] (>)90%


In 2019, Di Stasio and Heath applied for approximately 3,200 jobs in the United Kingdom using identical CVs that (I’m sure you know the drill by now) were identical except for the name of the person who was ostensibly applying for the post. They found that applicants with Black-sounding names (whether Nigerian, Ethiopian, Somalian or Ugandan) had a 12.3% callback rate. Despite their completely identical CVs, applicants with White, British-sounding names had a much more successful 24.1% callback rate: almost twice as high. Plugged into our matrix, that would be:


Who received more callbacks?


[image: ] White CVs [image: ] Black CVs [image: ] Neither


How many more callbacks did they receive?


[image: ] 10% [image: ] 50% [image: ] (>)90%


There are many, many more studies like these on workplace discrimination conducted across a variety of locations, looking at many different types of jobs, going back several decades. But I think we can stop here. If this list of studies has not convinced you, it is unlikely that a longer list of similar studies would do the trick. Furthermore, there is one more type of study we must consider before we can really work out what the scientific consensus on a topic is: the meta-analysis.


The meta-analysis


The data from all these studies point in a similar direction, but it’s noteworthy that the magnitude of the results varies from one study to another. A scrupulous, scientific thinker might then point out that we haven’t really solved the problem of anecdotes, we’ve simply elevated it to a slightly higher level. After all, depending on politics, one scientist could select a handful of studies that find a huge difference in responses to CVs based on race, and another scientist could select a different handful of studies that find very small differences, if any at all. The discussion can descend into a ‘citation war’, with each side choosing only the studies that best support their argument.


Is there a way to get a clear, objective, bird’s-eye view of what all the studies say?


Yes, there is. Enter the meta-analysis. A meta-analysis is what it sounds like: a level of investigation one step higher than individual studies. In fact, it treats each individual study like a single data point and can thus combine all the insights from a large number of studies to produce a single, clear, compelling answer. There are rules around meta-analyses which exist to ensure that you can’t just pick the studies you like and ignore the ones you don’t like. Researchers doing meta-analyses have to declare their inclusion criteria in advance and meticulously stick to them, no matter what the findings end up showing. They have to scour all the peer-reviewed journals, even the ones they’re not a fan of or that are less popular. They even have to run statistical analyses to detect ‘missing studies’ – that is, studies that were conducted, but never ended up in a peer-reviewed journal. How they do that involves complex statistical techniques such as looking for an unusual skew or missing data points in what should be a more normal distribution. The effect is that a meta-analysis gives us an objective view of a large field of study, distilling the findings of many disparate studies into one simple result.


Indeed, they do more than that. A meta-analysis can look at studies over a number of decades to tell us whether an effect has changed over time. It can look at a variety of studies to tell us if an effect varies by region. It can take hundreds of studies on employment discrimination and tell us whether and how an effect varies by type of job, or level of seniority, or some other important factor. Armed with meta-analyses, we can finally get a hold of that all-important scientific consensus.


At this point, what the meta-analyses show may not surprise you. In 2017 Quillian, Pager, Hexel and Midtbøen published a meta-analysis of the available field experiments on hiring discrimination against Black people and Latinos in America. This included 28 studies published over multiple decades, in which almost 56,000 applications were submitted for about 26,000 positions. Looking at this wealth of field experiments, the researchers found that White people receive, on average, 36% more callbacks than African Americans, and 24% more callbacks than Latinos who apply for the same jobs with exactly the same qualifications. Applying that to our answer matrix, the results would look like this:




Who received more callbacks?         White CVs


How many more callbacks did they receive?  About 36%





More frightening, perhaps, was what the researchers found when they examined how the data changed (or didn’t change) over time. Though there is a widespread assumption that racism is steadily declining, the authors found no support for this claim. Instead, though they found ‘modest evidence of a decline in discrimination against Latinos’, they found ‘no change in the level of hiring discrimination against African Americans over the past twenty-five years’. There is discrimination in the system, and things are not getting better.


However, in 2019, Heath and DiStasio published a meta-analysis of the available field experiments on hiring discrimination against ethnic minorities in the UK, and their results were entirely different!


I’m joking, of course. Their results were very much the same. Many of the studies they looked at were slightly more complex and included numerous points of comparison. They were also interested in a larger set of comparisons between ethnic groups, so their final analysis included 43 comparisons between White, Black, South Asian and East Asian targets; the results of their analysis are therefore a bit complicated. However, if we focus on the different results for White and Black people, the authors say this: ‘The summary discrimination ratio is a substantial and highly significant 1.56 . . . In this series of studies, black Caribbean applicants had to make about 50 per cent more applications than their white British counterparts in order to receive a positive response.’ We can summarize that like this:




Who received more callbacks?         White CVs


How many more callbacks did they receive?  About 50%





And this is what is meant by the scientific consensus. It doesn’t mean that all scientists agree. Indeed, different social psychologists or sociologists may have very different opinions on the matter. It certainly doesn’t mean that every random biologist or chemist understands these studies or is even aware of their existence. If you really searched, you could almost certainly find someone with some kind of scientific degree, or even someone with ‘Professor’ in front of their name, who would be willing to give their opinion that racism is not a factor in hiring decisions. If you’re very politically savvy, you could make sure that this person was an ethnic minority, making their opinion seem all the more credible.


However, you would not be able to find empirical experiments or meta-analyses that consistently show Black people and White people getting identical treatment for identical CVs. You would definitely not find studies consistently showing Black people getting favourable treatment over White people. Instead, you would consistently find experiments that show White people getting a distinct, significant advantage, even when all other explanations for that advantage are whittled away. That is what is meant by the scientific consensus. That is how we know, scientifically, that racism is still a factor in hiring decisions, and that it has been a factor for a very long time.










Chapter 3


Everything, Everywhere, All at Once


The Pervasive Ubiquity of Racism


On 6 May 2019, Archie Harrison Mountbatten-Windsor was born. He is the son of Meghan, Duchess of Sussex, the son of Prince Harry, Duke of Sussex, the great-grandson of the then-reigning monarch, Queen Elizabeth II, and the grandson of the current reigning monarch, King Charles III. Archie was born into a family of unimaginable wealth, power, and significance – the very definition of the upper class (whether you like the notion of an upper class or not). At 6.09 p.m., within hours of Archie’s birth, BBC Radio host Danny Baker tweeted a picture of a monkey in a suit, with the caption ‘Royal baby leaves hospital’.


On 17 December 2022, a mother took her three-week-old baby to the beach at Scarborough Park in Sumner, New Zealand. While they were there, an eighteen-year-old man jumped on the baby while saying ‘Go back to your country,’ and ‘You don’t even speak English.’ The man was with a group of friends, one of whom was carrying a metal bar. They fled the scene after the local imam, Gamal Fouda, intervened. The baby was taken to hospital.


On 16 May 2010, Aiyana Mo’Nay Stanley-Jones was seven years old, and that was as old as she was ever going to be. That night, she was asleep on her grandmother’s sofa in Detroit, Michigan, when a flash grenade exploded in the room. After this, accounts vary. The grandmother, Mertilla Jones, says that the flash grenade set the child on fire. She ran to her burning granddaughter, but got there too late. Officer Joseph Weekley had already fired his submachine gun, possibly before he had even entered the room. The bullet had already pierced Aiyana’s neck. Aiyana was already dead. Officer Weekley claimed that the grandmother had grabbed his gun, causing it to fire and kill Aiyana, although none of the grandmother’s fingerprints were ever found on the gun. After a series of trials, mistrials and retrials, all charges against Officer Weekley were dropped. He returned to duty soon afterwards.
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