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Reading online comments makes me want to give up on humanity. There
is just so much racism and sexism and downright nastiness. | us:rad to
think it would be a great window into a lot of different points of view.
Now | realize so many people are actually just mean and stupid and |

want to shut that window and not look back.
—Student comment

A Window into Our Irrationality and Hate?

In chapter 2 we considered why someone like Eric or Cas.sandra m?ght ch‘;l
engage from conversations about diversity because of their frl,}strat'lon with
how others framed their identity. Given the limited and over51m1?11ﬁed ca%.-
egories of identity, Eric and Cassandra couldn't find the complexity of théll‘
own experiences in the context of the debate. For that reason each opted
out, taking flight in the fight-flight dichotomy.

In this chapter we will consider those circumstances :where pegple af:tu'-'
ally decide to get involved in conversations about s:)cial issues by ﬁghtmﬁ
and giving and reacting to arguments. The term argum-ent has two dil*
ferent meanings that often get tangled up together, espec;lall.y W.hen people
discuss social identity and social differences. The first meaning involves an
angry or heated disagreement, such as a quarrel ora (ver‘})al) ﬁght. The sec:
ond meaning of “argument” refers to a set of stat,emer.xts 1nc11}d1ng a r'easnfl
(premise) in support of a conclusion (the arguer’s point of view). This sec
ond meaning of argument is like a justification or an eﬂbr‘t to makP: a CaNl
i1 the legal sense of the term. ‘Traditionally in logic and philosophy it is this
seconid sense of “argument” that is the primary focus, and its connection (i

(e fighiting sense hius been downplayed or dismissed.
I 1 mportant (o understand that arguments in the second sense do ol
fave (o become arguments in the first sense. When we argue an issue |

provide reanana for our beliefs, we don’t have to become hostile or ang
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Similarly, when we express our anger or hostility we can do so effectively
without giving reasons or justifying our beliefs. Yet in ordinary conversa-
tions and debates between people, the first sense of argument often gets
tangled up with the second so that simply shouting or name-calling can
wind up substituting for giving reasons and offering justifications. To add to
this entanglement, we live within a culture where political blogs, talk radio,
and cable news shows (across the political spectrum) engage extensively in
insults, mockery, name-calling, and belittling as a way of “arguing” their
political points.' In addition, a variety of researchers and cultural analysts
report that incivility, bullying, and rudeness are on the rise in almost every
area of our lives, including business, education, and interpersonal relations.

When it comes to issues of social identity and social difference, it can
scem particularly hard to find arguments that rely on reasons and justifica-
lion rather than insults and hostility. As we have established so far, issues
of social identity and social difference are personal and so can affect us on
put levels. At the same time, they are imbued with a history of inequality
and opposition, which constrains not only our choices but also our con-
cepts and our language. However, the fact that there are two meanings for
the term “argument” and that these meanings often get tangled up is also a
matter of history. While philosophers have long advocated for the “dispas-
sionate evaluation of reasons supporting premises,” there has nevertheless
heen an adversarial element to arguing even in the logical sense.

In this chapter we will explore the adversarial history of argument and
consider the ways it works in combination with the very personal and oppo-
sitional nature of social identity to raise the temperature in dialogues about
social differences. When these “hot” reactions enter the sphere of anony-
ious online comment forums, a perfect storm of aggression and defensive-
lews develops, bringing out our worst argumentative tendencies. Like the
slident quoted above, we might come to the conclusion that the nastiness
wetead in online comments is evidence of a basically racist, sexist, bigoted
“ulture that is hopelessly beyond reason and not worthy of our empathy or
“iinpassion. On the other hand, we could consider how the anonymous
Hature of online comments and debates poses particular problems for dia-
{puies about social issues. What I hope to show in this chapter is that what
winie reading in online comments is not so much a window into people’s
“iie beliefs but a distorted carnival mirror reflecting back some of the most

Winiled and oppositional aspects of social identity discourse. Rather than it
el i reason to give up on humanity, we should see it instead as a prime
feasan lo transform our standard ways of discussing and debating issues of
S lal diflerence and social identity.
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The process of transformation, however, should begin with a clear

understanding of the history of argument and its role as (e very foundation
of logic and critical thinking, Traditionally, argument in the second sense
(providing a justification) involves examining the reasons or premises that
arguers give to support and justify their point of view or conclusion. Trudy
Govier, author of A Practical Study of Argument and a prominent scholar

in argumentation theory, explains that a good argument begins with these
three components:

a. Acceptability or believability of the content of the premises as well
as the source of the premises,

b. Relevance of the content of the premises to the content of the
conclusion, and

¢. Grounds or sufficient reasons for believing that the conclusion is
true,*

So, for example, if I make the argument that we should lower tuition rates
(the conclusion) because it will lead to all students getting A’s in all their
courses (the premise), you could object to my argument on the grounds
that it is not an acceptable or believable premise (a). If I argued that we
should lower tuition rates because it would give my friend Sam the extra
money she needs for a fabulous vacation, you could object to my argument
on the grounds that while my assertion is believable, it is nevertheless irrel-
evant to the conclusion (b). Finally, if T argued that we should lower tuition
rates because so many students want lower tuition rates, you might agree
that the premise is believable and even related to the conclusion but object
that it does not provide a strong justification (c).

A good argument from the point of view of logic and critical thinking
is, at the very least, one where the bremises are acceptable, relevant to the
conclusion, and able to provide grounds for the truth of the conclusion.
Arguments in this sense differ from mere statements of belief or opinion
because they are joined by the reasons used to justify the belief or opinion.
If someone says “The current war is wrong!” he or she has not presented
an argument but merely stated a belief or point of view on a controversial
issue. To make it an argument, the speaker would have to add the reasons
that justify her or his opinion. Once the speaker has done that, her or his
opinion becomes a conclusion. Of course, as evaluators of the argument we
have to judge whether or not the reasons (premises) presented are believ-
able, relevant to the issue, and provide grounds for the arguer’s conclusion.
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These minimal criteria for a good argument are important to uphold
and help to guide us in argument analysis. Yet when it comes to nrgux‘nents
that involve social identities such as race, religion, gender, sexual orienta-
tion, etc., these minimal criteria are often abandoned because the argument
so quickly deteriorates into a hostile fight or disagreement. Ra_ther than
presenting believable, relevant, justifications for their point of view, many
people resort to incredible statements, irrelevant reasons, afld un]LTstlﬁed
assumptions, even raising their voices (or writing in all capitals) with Fhe
intent of intimidating anyone who disagrees. We see examples of aggression
posing as arguments when incredible or irrelevant claims are shouted by
television commentators who yell in each other’s faces, when people shout
each other down in public debates and community forums, and especially
in online comment sections following news stories and editorials about
race, gender, religion, and other social difference issues.

These are arguments only in the first sense because the arguers me&ke
1o effort to really engage with the issues and provide evidence and justifi-
cation. Pseudoreasoning, which is the term we will use for persuasion the‘xt
does not meet any of the criteria for a minimally good argument, makes it
seem like evidence is being presented to support a conclusion, but on closer
inspection, the evidence falls apart. .

While a lot of pseudoreasoning involves appeals to our emotions, emo-
tion is not the main problem. Even good arguments that meet all of the
criteria above can get heated and emotional. As we said in chapter '2, anger
can be a very rational response to injustice and unfair treatment. Similarly,
more positive emotions such as compassion, empathy, and respect can all
work productively with well-developed premises to create good argurne-nts.
Emotions in and of themselves are not the problem with pseudoreasoning,
Rather, it is when emotions are used as a substitute for reasons and the
emotions are irrelevant to the issue at hand that we get pseudoreasoning
rather than a minimally good argument. When emotions work in conjunc-
tion with reasons and are relevant to the conclusion, they can do important
work in emphasizing the significance of an issue and the consequences of
accepting or not accepting a conclusion. .

So, why do we often encounter pseudoreasoning in debate.s about
social issues, and why is the emotion so often hostility and defensiveness?
To understand why these emotions often arise in social difference con-
texts, it is useful to look back on our history of argumentation to assess
what we have inherited from the classical and medieval periods of West-
ern civilization.
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Kk Argument as an Adversarial Method

In his book Fighting for Life: Contest, Sexuality, and Consciousness, Wal-
ter J. Ong, a Jesuit priest and professor of English literature and human-
ities, chronicles the history of aggression in Western philosophy, from the
ancient Greeks through the rise of Christianity and monasticism in the
Middle Ages to the Renaissance and then seventeenth-century Enlighten-
ment.” Ong’s account begins with the Socratic method, which is the idea
that if we put forth the utmost opposition to a reason, it will yield our best
chances for getting to the truth. For instance, if my reason for believing that
the war in Iraq was justified is because my history professor told me that it
was, someone using the Socratic method would subject my reason to a slew
of objections. Isn't it possible that my history professor could be wrong?
Isn't it possible that I misinterpreted my professor? Is a history professor’s
opinion even relevant to the issue of whether or not the war was justified? If
[ cannot adequately answer these objections, my reason diminishes in value
and thus fails as a justification for my conclusion. The more I am able to
withstand these objections and provide consistent supporting statements,
the greater my justification.

Ong points out that in the all-male monasteries and early universities
throughout Europe in the Middle Ages, the predominance of the Socra-
tic method created the conditions for an almost militaristic approach to
reasoning and argumentation. Ong explains that during this time, young
men considered eligible for intellectual study (women were considered
unfit) were often forcibly taken from their families and cloistered together,
facing brutal punishments for any infractions of the monastery rules. The
hardships that these young men faced encouraged a mutual bond and an
us-against-them adversarial attitude toward their teachers. Ong goes on to
suggest that the centrality of oral disputation and examination pitted stu-
dents against teachers as opponents engaged in a verbal battle favoring the
most self-confident and aggressive disputant. While matters of relevancy,
coherence, and consistency played a role in these battles, on their own they
were insignificant if they were not couched in an overarching attitude of
arrogance and disdain for one’s opponent.§

Given that these early monasteries and the subsequent cathedral
schools in Europe provided a model for higher education, the common
style of argument became a model for reasoning in academia generally.’
It is important to remember that the only people eligible for atguing in
this academic sense were the male children of European nobility and
then male children of the rising European middle class. David Noble, a
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historian of science, has noted that “Ihe Latin Church is the great fact of
modern civilization and it is here that the curious culture which shaped
modern science took place. Here Orthodoxy invented heresy and then
identified it with women, so that a world without women emerged. A soci-
ety composed exclusively of men, forged in flight from women, and intent
upon remaking the world in its own half-human image.”® Noble notes how
scholarly men associated women with all the properties that were in oppo-
sition to reason, such as emotion, the body, subjectivity, particularity, and
evil. This association was used as a justification for the exclusion of women
from institutions of learning and power. So, if a woman demonstrated an
aptitude for argument and disputation, she was viewed as a heretic or as
hysterical and never scholarly.

Women were not the only people missing from this academic world.
Men of color, particularly African men, were stereotyped in opposition
to the apparently “civilized” nature of white European men. Kate Lowe,
a professor of Renaissance history at the University of London, explains
that in the mid-fifteenth century and through the early seventeenth cen-
tury, a record number of sub-Saharan Africans were forcibly taken by
Portuguese traders and transported to Europe to be slaves. Lowe notes
that at the same time, the whole idea of civilization became critical to
the European self-image. “It is paradoxical,” she writes, “that in order for
a definition of ‘Whiteness’ to crystallise among Europe’s different identi-
ties, it may have been necessary for Renaissance Europeans to encoun-
ter Black Africans in the flesh. The timing of this encounter had serious
detrimental consequences for black Africans (in addition to the brutality
of slavery), since they were categorised and stereotyped in opposition to
Renaissance standards and ideals” While women were deemed irratio-
nal, men of color were deemed uncivilized and so were excluded from the
realm of academia and justified argument. When men of color attempted
to argue in the intellectual sense, their efforts at disputation were taken
as insolence and violent aggression. So, the overarching arrogance and
disdaim for one’s opponent that was part of academic argumentation was
only for those “rational” and “civilized” European white men of privilege.
For anyone else—women, men of color, the poor—it was insubordination
and hysteria.

Walter Ong and David Noble's work as well as the work of philosopher
Janice Moulton and linguist Deborah Tannen have contributed to our
understanding of how the seeds of aggression and opposition in arguments
and debates have grown alongside the development of universities, the sci-
entific method, and the rise of technology and the information age.” This
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aggression and opposition also constructed women and men ol color in
aggressive opposites to the ideals of intellectual life,

The very words we use to describe arguments and debates reveal these
strong undercurrents of aggression and opposition. In their now classic
1983 book Metaphors We Live By, George Lakoff, a cognitive linguist, and
Mark Johnson, a philosopher, show how our use of metaphors influences
the way we view and understand a variety of human experiences, including
argument and debate contexts.” Lakofl and Johnson begin the book with
the “argument as war” metaphor to show how the very term “argument,’
even in the logical sense described earlier, is so often conceptualized as a
battle. They note phrases such as “He attacked my idea,” “T defended my
position,” “I countered her attack” “I shot down his reasons,” and “I won
the argument”

This “adversary method,” as philosopher Janice Moulton called it in
her very important contribution to this topic, is problematic not simply
because it favors particularly aggressive personality traits that are encour-
aged in privileged white men and discouraged in women and in men of
color, but because the adversary method winds up getting in the way of a
genuine effort at evaluating reasons and providing justifications.? Moul-
ton explains that because the method relies on isolating and highlighting
disagreements and examining individual claims, arguers must raise objec-
tions by citing counterexamples and inconsistencies to each individual
claim. With the focus shifted to specific claims, the issue of the debate is
narrowed to such an extent that it can often risk being disconnected from
a whole host of important and related matters. Moulton notes how philos-
ophers, for example, continue to revive ancient debates about the logic of
claims for God’s existence while ignoring contemporary issues about the
relationship between religion, morality, and politics.” Similarly, pundits
today who analyze arguments about climate change will often do so by
isolating particular data or restricting the focus to a narrow range of con-
ditions rather than considering wider systemic claims and implications.
As a result, the isolated evidence becomes detached from a whole host of
related data as well as the broader issue of environmental damage." To deny
arguments about the increase in Earth’s temperature by saying something
like “Well, 1934 was actually the hottest year on record so it can’t be that
temperatures are getting hotter!” isolates one fact and fails to consider the
broader systematic data. The record-setting heat of 1934 reflects tempera-
tures in the United States and not global average temperatures, which is
the relevant data set for proponents of climate change. One reason climate
debates remain controversial is that the evidence for the increase in Earth’s
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temperatare and its link to human causes requires thinking about evidence
in complex and systemic ways. This is unlike the traditional adversarial
method of argumentation that treats premises in isolation and refutes by
way of counterexamples.

Similarly, the adversary method discourages us as critical thinkers from
coming up with ways to improve arguments rather than knock them down.
Because we view those with whom we argue as opponents and not collabo-
rators, we are not positioned to hear their claims with any openness or will-
ingness that would enable us to see how their conclusions are related to our
own. Our impulse when faced with opponents is to have them fail, so even
if we recognize something reasonable in their view or we have ideas about
how they might improve their argument, the adversarial method discour-
ages us from making such moves because in strengthening my opponent’s
position, I render myself more vulnerable. This is why the false dichotomies
of victim-culprit, guilt-anger, and winner-loser seem to be our only options
when social identity and social difference are at issue.

Philosopher and argument theorist Catherine Hundleby has raised sig-
nificant concerns about how the adversary method, as it is employed in
logic and critical thinking textbooks, actually undermines the development
of logical and critical thinking skills.” In her sampling of thirty textbooks
published between 1998 and 2008, Hundleby concludes that an overwhelm-
ing majority go beyond recommending a minimally oppositional method
(starting by dividing an issue into for and against positions), and instead
actively encourage an “Adversary Paradigm” The term “paradigm” refers
to a broad encompassing view or set of ideas that work together to create
a particular kind of interpretation. An “Adversary Paradigm” treats argu-
mentation as a battle of wits with only two sides and one winner. Hundleby
writes that “The Adversary Paradigm creates problems in philosophy. The
broad influence of the Adversary Paradigm reinforces forms of social exclu-
sion and dominance.”

Hundleby’s point is not that opposition to an idea is always a bad thing.
As shesexplains, oppositional stances have been rightly taken in response
to injustice. However, a framework that takes opposition as the only x’ial?le
method and treats those with whom we disagree as opponents or enemies
winds up giving priority to the loudest and most aggressive voices in the
room (or the online debate) rather than the ones that are most credible or
true. Given that aggression and opposition have traditionally been encour-
aged as masculine behavior and discouraged as nonfeminine behavior
and as being socially acceptable for those in assumed positions of author-
ity and condemned when shown by those with less power, the adversarial
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method can silence the voices of those who are not aggressive, who are not
encouraged to be aggressive, or who would risk significant social losses for
being aggressive. In debates about social differences that means silencing or

shaming a whole host of people, including women, people of color, the poor
and working class, the young, the old, and the disabled, all of whose voices
are needed to effectively understand and assess social issues.

Arguments Online

Argument, along with its adversarial and oppositional history, have moved
beyond the monastery and the university and into our social and politi-
cal institutions. And even more recently, argument has moved into the
virtual world with the advent of the Internet, social media, and online
forums. On the face of it, these technological options for argument seem
like they should create new opportunities for debate that are more inclu-
sive and more democratic. Yet what many of us have discovered instead is
that online comment sections produce some of the most hostile and poorly
reasoned arguments we find anywhere. Some of this could be attributed to
our increasingly hostile and “uncivilized” culture. Some of it could be the
intractable nature of racism and sexism and social difference. Before we
consider the causes, let’s consider some of the effects.

In a post titled “Why We're Shutting Off Our Comments,” Popular Sci-
ence’s online content director Suzanne LaBarre detailed how comments on
the Internet are actually bad for science at large.” LaBarre cited a study
led by University of Wisconsin-Madison professor Dominique Brossard in
which 1,183 Americans were given a fabricated story on nanotechnology
and were asked how they felt about the subject, both before and after read-
ing fake comments. By reading both civil and “vile-trolling” responses, the
study found that people were swayed far more by negativity. “Simply includ-
ing an ad hominem attack in a reader comment was enough to make study
participants think the downside of the reported technology was greater
than theyd previously thought,” wrote Brossard and coauthor Dietram A.
Scheufele in an op-ed piece in the New York Times.®

Ad Hominem Arguments

The Latin phrase ad hominem means “to the man” or “to the per-
son.” An ad hominem argument is an example of a logical fallacy, or
an argument that fails to meet the ARG (acceptable, relevant, and

.
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grounding) conditions of a minimally good argument., The problem
with ad hominem arguments is that they target the person rather
than the relevant issue. For example, someone with a disability says,

“I think we should consider a different location for our event because
this one will not accommodate people with disabilities.” | respond,
saying “Oh, you're just saying that because you're disabled.” With
this response, | have committed a version of the ad hominem fal-
lacy. Rather than considering the evidence—that the location will not
accommodate people with disabilities—| shifted to something about
the person who presented the evidence. As we will see in chapter 5,
there are a variety of ad hominem fallacies that have been chronicled
through the centuries. We humans have been very inventive in com-
ing up with ways to personally attack each other rather than focusing
on the evidence.

Popular Science is not alone in trying to manage negative comments.
The popular video site YouTube instituted a new ranking and personalized
system of commenting to address what one journalist described as “a hot-
bed of spam and idiocy.™ The new system requires commenters to log on
using a Google+ account, and commenters can decide who among their
“circles” can see the comments. Video posters on YouTube can also edit
comments, and readers can rank comments so that relevant issues stay near
the top of the discussion. The goal of the new system is to reduce anonymity
and add accountability and evaluation to YouTube conversations.

What most social media users know is that if an issue arises that has
anything whatsoever to do with race, gender, sexual orientation, or reli~\/
gious differences, the online comments will proliferate and take on signifi-
cantly negative and hostile tones. These comments can range from outright
hate-filled speech to hostile biased accusations to inconsistent and faulty
reasoning. Looking to online comments, then, for examples of good rea-
soningscan be like entering a hornet’s nest to find a butterfly. The chance of
one being there is not impossible, but it is unlikely. And as you search, you
will be stung multiple times and have to absorb some very nasty venom.
As a friend of mine once remarked after reading through more than one
hundred comments following a news story about the mosque planned in
proximity to Ground Zero, “I had to stop reading when my eyes began to
bleed” It can feel like that. Approaching online debates about social issues
with an open heart and a presumption in favor of human rationality can be
dangerous. These kinds of comments are not even attempts at ad hominem
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or adversarial arguing; they are simply venomous outbursts, You are not
prepared when you encounter comments such as

“Trayvon’s mother is a crack ho” (Comment on news story about

Trayvon Martin’s parents.)

“You are an ignorant hypocritical slut. I hope you get cancer” (Com-

ment in response to an opinion piece on a tech blog.)

* “Ihe libtards keep saying that two faggots are ‘normal’ If they're
normal why can’t they have kids” (Comment on a story about gay
adoption.)

* “Repuglicans are neo-Nazi facists” (Comment on a story about Mitt

Romney.)

“When will Americans learn that Mooslims are psychotic terrorist

f**ks who hate women?” (Comment on an article about American

Muslims after 9/11.)

As people concerned with thinking critically about social issues, what con-
clusions should we draw from the prevalence of these kinds of comments?
Like the student quoted at the very beginning of this chapter, should we
conclude that open and public debate actually provides a window into the
hatred and negativity hidden in the hearts of our fellow citizens? Before we
- jump to that conclusion, it is worth taking a look at some of the research
conducted by John Suler, a psychology professor at Rider University who
studies online behavior. Suler describes a variety of factors that lead people
to respond very differently in anonymous online communications than they
would in face-to-face interactions.”* Suler’s research reveals that because
commenters are not known or seen by their audience and since they are
not obliged to remain in the conversation for any duration, they tend to
imagine their audience as a set of characters with qualities and values that
they (the commenter) creates. Given this made-up audience, Suler argues
that commenters start to view their own participation in the conversation
as a type of game where the stakes are not very high and the consequences
are minimal to nonexistent.” By treating commenting as a game with char-
acters, commenters can try on different roles and take different positions
with no accountability to anyone in their audience. In acting out this way,
the commenter is never directly responsible because he or she always has
the option of claiming “That’s not really me” or “I don’t really think that”
This kind of distancing between what people do and who they believe they
are is what psychologists call disassociation.
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Disassociation combined with the additional false belief that everyone
who reads your comments is equal in terms of expertise and authority leads
Suler to the conclusion that there is an online disinhibition effect. 'That is,

people interacting online are likely to take on personas that they would
rarely exhibit in face-to-face interactions. Since their assessment of who
they are communicating with is often a caricature absent of the kind of sen-
sitivity and nuance they generally apply to people in face-to-face meetings,
they feel no accountability for their remarks. The online disinhibition effect
means that we are most likely getting very little evidence from online com-
ments about what lies close to the core of a commenter’s web of belief—that
is, the kind of beliefs the commenter would continue to defend if he or she
were engaged in a face-to-face debate. This is not to say that these com-
ments don’t betray some ugly attitudes held by the commenter. However,
their appearance in anonymous blog posts means that the low-stakes nature
of the claims will not require any real defense. It is far more revealing in
terms of core beliefs to see what lengths people will go to in order to defend
in the face of disconfirming evidence.

So, are these anonymous comments giving us a window into people’s
true beliefs or real self? Suler addresses this question directly:

Each media allows for a particular expression of self that differs—
sometimes greatly, sometimes subtly—{rom another media. In dif-
ferent media people present a different perspective of their identity.
The self expressed in one modality is not necessarily deeper, more
real, or more authentic than another.?

Returning to the metaphor of the hornet’s nest, one thing we can take
away from Suler’s research is that the venom we find in many online com-
ments may not reflect commenters’ true beliefs or real self as much as they
reveal one aspect of people’s media self-expression. This is not to say that
this aspect of self is false. Rather, it is important to recognize that the self
expressed in an anonymous media comment should not be viewed as more
real or more essential than the self expressed in other contexts. “We contain
multitudes,” as the poet Walt Whitman said, and this means that we may
express aspects of ourselves that are inconsistent and even contradictory.
Anonymous online expression is a particular kind of context where people
can try on risky personas with few consequences. Yet the question remains,
why should this persona take on such a hostile and ugly quality when the
issue is social identity and social differences?
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To answer this question, we should start by recognizing the very oppo-
sitional and constricted nature of our social identity language. Because we
have little opportunity to think and talk about the intersectional aspects of
our identity, the very terms we use set us against each other. Add to this the
adversarial history of dialogue and debate as well as the false dichotomies of
victim-culprit, anger-guilt, and shame-blame that are inherent in our con-
ceptions of social difference, and you start to see the conditions brewing for
a perfect storm. Put these conditions in the context of anonymous public
forums on topics having to do with race, gender, sexual orientation, and
religious differences, and you get an explosion of vitriol and aggression that
replaces critical thinking and analysis. The kind of hate-filled speech that
caused my student quoted above to want to “shut that window and not look
back” is, I believe, the result of people’s pent-up frustration with social dif-
ferences and their lack of tools for thinking and reasoning effectively about
social identity and social power. Rather than ignoring these comments or
bemoaning the lack of intelligent life on the planet, T think it is important
for us to see them as symptomatic of the structural and institutional con-
straints of social inequality and the personal and emotional costs of social
divisions. When I read comments such as these, I see the suffering behind
the hate. And I mean suffering not just in the sense of individual suffering
but also in the larger sense of a social malady or affliction. Our language
and our social and political systems carry with them a history of opposi-
tion, aggression, and inequality. This history impacts our beliefs on both
conscious and unconscious levels. Yet the contemporary narrative of our
society today is that we are better. We are apparently postracial and post-
sexist and postinequality. Our public institutions celebrate this apparent
transformation with such words as “diversity” and “inclusion.” So if you do
not experience the world as “post” all those oppressive things, then there
is some failing in you rather than in the institutions. This willful unseeing,
to use Sara Ahmed’s phrase again, represses experiences of inequality and
opposition and projects instead a happy and colorful image of difference.
But these differences are not simply about color and race and a rainbow
world. They involve the intersections of race, gender, class, sexual orienta-
tion, religion, and ability (as well as other identities). They include social
privilege and social disadvantage and estimations of winning and losing
power as well as the need that groups have to preserve their identities and
values. Given that all of these concerns challenge the happy diversity nar-
rative, they have to be rerouted and expressed in alternative forums such
as politically polarized news programs, satirical cable news shows, social
media, and online comments sections. While these forums provide some
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outlet for peoples frustration with the happy diversity model, they too con-
tribute to the oversimplification and polarization of these issues by priori-
tizing adversarial styles of argument or treating the problems like impossi-
ble jokes with no chance for social change. Online comments in particular
allow people to channel their own individual frustration in a public and still
anonymous low-stakes forum.

Consider a recent case involving feminist blogger and media critic Anita
Sarkeesian that illustrates the type of anonymous online response.”® Sar-
keesian was interested in “tropes,” or stereotypical portrayals, of women in
popular culture and so started an investigation into different mediums. She
decided to choose video gaming as one of the sites for analysis and mounted
a web campaign to raise funds for a series of short films that she planned to
produce on the topic. The issue was “Whether or not video games portrayed
women in stereotypical or biased ways.” To answer this question, Sarkeesian
needed to purchase or rent a wide selection of video games. In addition, she
wanted to set up a poll to survey video game users’ attitudes about female
characters. To do all of this she needed to raise some money for research, so
she set up the web fund-raising campaign to introduce the project and her
plan for researching the issue,

Sarkeesian’s web campaign was met with an avalanche of negative com-
ments on her fund-raising site, the YouTube page where she posted the
video announcing the project, and her online blog. The anonymous com-
ments included ad hominem attacks and abusive language:

“You are a dumb bitch”

“Stupid Jew!”

“If you are such a feminist why do you have long hair and wear hoop
earrings?”

“You alienate guys for being guys. You are an ugly girl hiding behind
feminism and trying to spoil other people’s fun.

These kinds of comments targeted Sarkeesian herself and used name-
calling, insults, religious and gender bias, and speculation about Sarkee-
sian’s motives rather than an engagement with the reasons that she gave for
undertaking the project. Ad hominem and abusive attacks such as these,
aside from being disrespectful and cowardly, are also significantly illogical,
since they are not relevant to the reasons that Sarkeesian presented for why
she wanted to undertake the research.

We can attribute some of these attacks to the disinhibition effect described
above by Suler. That is, commenters have created bogey men (or bogey
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women, as in Sarkeesian’s case) with all the worst qualities the commenter
associates with that particular social identity. So when Sarkeesian identifies
herself as a feminist interested in analyzing the tropes about women used in
video gaming—a still majority male activity”—she is recast by many com-
menters as a man-hating shrew out to destroy a great source of pleasure and
virtual community in the name of women’s superiority. If much of the com-
menters’ anger really stems from their fear of the monster they created, then
why not express the fear instead of the anger? If the online disinhibition effect
explains the tendency for commenters to take on a role and cast the people
they are addressing as characters, couldn't the role be more compassionate
and the characters more likable?

Given the lack of opportunities and tools for engaging in honest dia-
logues about social identity and social differences, anonymous online
comments become the release valve for a frustrated segment of the society.
As comments become less about presenting information and evidence and

more about contempt and derision, participants shelter themselves within

their own beliefs, and further debate becomes unproductive.” The ano-
nymity of online forums masks not only the speaker but also the audi-
ence. This lack of face-to-face contact contributes to the dehumanization
of participants in online forums, and dehumanization in turn fuels oppo-
sition and aggression. Research on social bias and prejudice shows that
“dehumanized groups are thought not to experience complex emotions
or share beliefs with the in-group”* Sociologists Margaret Zamudio and
Francesco Rios found in their research that though “race talk” was viewed
as socially unacceptable, “racist talk” was still widely practiced by individ-
uals when they thought their conversations were in private.”® Anonymous
Internet forums with a focus on controversial issues of social identity
present a strange new context. On the one hand, it is a relatively risk-free,
unaccountable open space that encourages the dehumanization of oppo-
nents in a public debate while, on the other hand, commenters write from
the intimate space of their homes and personal computers, lending a pri-
vate quality to the experience.

So, rather than concluding that the hostility in online comments is evi-
dence of the essential racism, sexism, etc., in the hearts of our fellow citi-
zens, I would suggest instead that we see it as the result of a variety of inter-
related and unique factors. First, that people are complex and multifaceted
and what they say in anonymous online comments might only reveal some
limited aspect of their web of belief. Second, the model of argument that
we have inherited encourages aggression while downplaying other emo-
tions, such as empathy and compassion. Third, issues of social identity and

T e A v - -

sl S R R =S

Arguments and the Adversary Method | 95

social difference can anly be adequately addressed when people in the dis
cussion are accountable Lo each other, Trust is necessary for admitting and
describing experiences ol bias and discrimination and is also necessary for
those who want to understand how they may be contributing to the prob
lem. Immediate anonymous online communication cannot create that kind
of trust if commenters can fly in and fly out without any responsibility (o
each other. Fourth, the strangely public-private nature of online discussions
means that they can encourage our worst tendencies to dehumanize and
publicly humiliate others while, at the same time, giving us the illusion that
we are engaged in a private conversation. What we should conclude from
these four factors is not that irrational hate-filled people surround us every
where but instead that people are suffering from a history of adversarial
argument and painful social injustices. What we lack are effective methods
for thinking and reasoning about social differences. Given this, anonymous
online discussion forums are probably the worst contexts for trying to work
out these issues.

Moving from an Adversarial Model to a Cooperative Model

So, where does this leave us? If we view the prevalence of venomous speech
on the Internet not as a window into society but instead as a distorted car
nival mirror, this will hopefully restore some of our confidence in the possi
bility of public forums for discussion and debate about controversial social
issues. We began this chapter by considering the two senses of “argument”
(verbal fight and logical justification) and how they seem to blend when (he
issue involves social identity and social differences. We acknowledged the
preponderance of poorly argued, aggressive, downright nasty comments
that surface in public forums and online debates when social differences
are the focus. Rather than seeing this as evidence of the pointlessness of
debates about social issues, I am suggesting that we instead recognize the
unique conditions surrounding these social issues, which ignite extremus\/
of aggression and defensiveness. Getting a handle on the aggression and
hostility in online debates about social issues is a first step toward under-
standing why most of these debates are not actual efforts at critical thinking
or social justice. Ad hominem and abusive attacks are so common in these
forums because they are the easiest form of adversarial reasoning. How-
ever, rather than seeing this as a hopeless sign for the future of debate, we
should instead recognize the unique conditions that surround social issues
in online forums. When the perfect storm of aggression and defensiveness
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meets the worst possible context of anonymous commenting, our most
hostile and disaffected tendencies are drawn out and highlighted.

Given that we can’t change the history or the context, how can an intel-
lectually empathic critical thinker work against these negative factors to
promote constructive and effective dialogues about social issues? To answer
this question, let’s remind ourselves of the first two skills involved in intel-
lectual empathy that we established in chapter 2: knowing that identity is
intersectional and understanding that social privilege is mostly invisible to
those who have it. Given the discussion we have had in this chapter about
arguments, the adversarial method, and the climate of anonymous online
forums, it is time to introduce the third skill involved in intellectual empa-
thy: cooperative reasoning.

Cooperative reasoning involves thinking and reasoning cooperatively
about social identity and difference, because when we reason in an adver-
sarial manner, we fail to access the relevant feelings, experiences, and data
that are all necessary for understanding the oppressive aspects of social
identity. We need to think through these issues together, and this means
hearing about how each of us experiences social systems and social catego-
ries. There are far too many structural pressures working against the oppor-
tunity for us to talk together. As we have noted thus far, history, language,
media, and political and educational institutions, each in various ways,
constrain and oversimplify our social experiences. Cooperative reasoning
begins by acknowledging these pressures and reducing their impact on our
dialogues and discussions.

Cooperative reasoning is the recognition that not all arguments have to
be battles aimed at persuading and winning. Arguments about social iden-
tity and social differences should be efforts at establishing mutual respect.
This would make anonymous online debates significantly less than ideal
forums, since these contexts lend themselves to dehumanizing attitudes
that are common with bias and prejudice. Arguments about social identity
and difference should establish some base level of mutual recognition for
each other’s vulnerability and humanity in the face of social pressures,

Cooperative reasoning should also be sensitive to our experiences of
cognitive dissonance, or the state of having contradictory beliefs as well as
beliefs that do not seem to match up with reality. Paul Gorski, a professor at
George Mason University, writes that

The most important revelation of my life as a social justice educator-
activist is that I am a facilitator for people’s cognitive dissonance.
This realization has changed virtually everything I teach about
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poverly, racism, sexism, imperialism, nationalism, hcl‘cros'cximn,
and other oppressions, not because I want to protect the feelings of
those who are experiencing cognitive dissonance related to one or
more of these issues, but because everybody experiences cognitive
dissonance related to one or more of these issues.”

Thinking and reasoning about social differences and injustice can lead to
cognitive dissonance because of the strong reactions we may have to new
information that conflicts with our sense of ourselves and how the WOFld
works. People who are experiencing cognitive dissonance often feel hostﬂ.e,
surprised, confused, or withdrawn. Gorski recognizes that t-ht?ugh cogni-
tive dissonance is difficult to experience and work through, it is n_everthe-
less common for anyone who thinks and reasons about social prwllegc.e and
disadvantage. This provides him and his students Wfith the opp(.)rtun‘ltyl( to
think together about the experience of cognitive d}ssona.nce, since it is a
state they will all experience at some point in their discussions and debates.
If we can work to cooperatively manage cognitive dissonance Fogether, we
move past the impasses that can block our access to r.elevant social ev1d.erl1(:e.
Cooperative reasoning also encourages reflection, or rr}etacogmtmn.
What I mean by this is the ability to think about what we think. Metacog-
nition allows us to reflect on the obstacles in our own thinking so that we
might get comfortable with being uncomfortable. Knm\fn?g tl"lat everyone
has been shaped in different but predictable ways by l1v1ng in a socially
stratified culture allows us to face this reality while still working together to
challenge its affect on our system of beliefs. ‘ .
Finally, cooperative reasoning contributes to reveahflg Fhe fatlse d_;cho't—
omies that constrain so much of our thinking about social identity and dit-
ference. Rather than seeing ourselves as winners or losers in a debate about
social identity, cooperative reasoning instead positiolns us as colla?aorators
working together to uncover and understand our soc1la1 beliefs. Philosophy
professor and argument theorist Michael Gilbert promde? a very thoughtful
and well-developed model of cooperative reasoning in his book Coalescent

Argumentation:

Coalescent argumentation posits agreement as the goal of sgccessful
argumentation wherein the object is not to identify what is wrong
with an argument, but what are the points of agreen'lent and dis-
agreement. Furthermore, coalescent argumentation views an argu-
ment not as an isolated artifact, but as a linguistic representation of a
position-cluster of attitudes, beliefs, feelings, and intuitions.™
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[n Gilbert’s model of coalescent argument, the point is not to win but instead
to wind up agreeing. If we think of our web of belief again, Gilbert’s model
seeks to find points of intersection between our webs as well as points of
disconnection. The task of argument is to then find out the reasons for our
disconnection by sharing our beliefs, attitudes, feelings, and gut reactions,
all which contribute to what is in our web and where it is located. These
beliefs and attitudes may not wind up being justified upon review, but if
our goal is not to win but instead to reach a point of agreement in our argu-
ments, then understanding in the light of evidence is the reward.

You are no longer a culprit and I am no longer a victim if we are working
together to understand how we have both been shaped by history. Similarly,
the adversarial move of challenging your claims by presenting one coun-
terexample or attacking one reason is not reasoning cooperatively. Instead,
we recognize that systems of belief are complex and intertwined with struc-
tural pressures as well as personal feelings. Reasoning cooperatively means
that Ilook not for exceptions to your point of view but instead for ways that
my views connect with yours. If your reasons don’t add up for me, then I
consider evidence that would strengthen your view. In other words, I work
to make your view more rational for me, and you work to make my view
more rational for you. This does not mean that we swap positions if we
started with different views on an issue. What it does mean is that we work
together to strengthen and support each other’s views so that we consider
different perspectives and the best available evidence.

To see how cooperative reasoning works in practice, consider an excerpt
from a dialogue that occurred between two students in one of my classes.
We will identify the students as Kim and Sara. The dialogue begins when
Kim is asked to describe a belief she has about a social group other than the
ones to which she belongs:

Kim: I work at a community pool, and I've come to believe that Arab
American men are really arrogant. I think it has something to do
with how they view women in their culture. Every time I remind
them that they have to shower before going in the pool or that they
can't bring food on the deck, they give me this look. They just seem
really dismissive because I am a white woman.

Sara: So, Kim, I am assuming that you are not Arab American?

Kim: Yes.

Sara: Also that you see Arab Americans as not white?

Kim: Yeah, I guess so. I mean, I think Arab American men act dismis-
sive toward all women but especially to white women.
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Sara; Well, [am Arab American, and your generalization bothers me.
But before I say why, let me just say I appreciate you taking the risk
of saying this. [ know you could have said nothing and kept this
belief to yourself, but you offered it up for discussion.

Kim: Thanks. I hope you don’t think I'm a total bigot for saying this.

It is just a kind of stereotype I formed, and I wanted to see what
other people thought.

Sara: Well, one thing I wonder is if there were some other things
these men had in common. Is it the same men or different ones
each time?

Kim: Well, they’re all in their early twenties. It is usually the same
group of guys. They just act really arrogant and dismissive when I
remind them of the rules—like I am speaking a foreign language.

Sara: I could see why that would bother you, but do you think it
might be more about their age rather than their ethnicity? Also,
maybe they’re acting like you're speaking a foreign language
because they might not be native English speakers. Have they
responded to you in English?

Kim: No. That is the problem. They are always speaking Arabic, and so
I have never gotten more than a shrug and an eye roll from them.

Sara: I don't know. I mean, I think you can’t really generalize from
these young guys to all Arab American men. I also think it is
easy in your case to attribute this to them being Arab rather than
them being dismissive guys who may or may not even understand
English. My concern is that if they were guys who looked like your
friends or family, you would chalk it up to them being jerky guys,
not jerky white guys.

Kim: Yeah, I get that. I guess I really don’t have other examples of
Arab American men except what I see on TV or in movies. You
know, Sara, I want you to know that I appreciate you taking the
chance to think about this with me, since I can imagine it must
have made you feel uncomfortable.

Sara: It does, but it also doesn’t surprise me. There are a lot of ste-
reotypes out there about Arab American men that are unfair. You

know, I had a friend visiting once from Lebanon, and I walked her
past a tailgating party near the university stadium. This friend was
Muslim, and she didn’t drink or smoke. What she saw was a group
of all-white fraternity guys drinking and swearing and knocking
each other down playing football while a sorority group sat behind
talking quietly amongst themselves. Her conclusion was that white
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American college men were dangerous and dominant and the
women were submissive. I had to talk through that one with her!

Kim: So, I guess it is a matter of who is seen as being different, I have
to think about whether my judgment really was based on my not
being able to see these guys as just guys and not Arab American
males.

Sara: Yeah, I mean, these particular guys might be behaving badly.
I'm not about to defend all Arab American men, because it is silly
to try and defend an entire group’s behavior on anything. But what
I do think is that if these guys are being jerks, it is not because they
are Arab American.

At a variety of points in the dialogue, Sara could have adopted an adver-
sarial model of argumentation, chipping away at Kim’s claims and reason-
ing. Sara could have said “Well, my father and my brothers are Arab Ameri-
can men, and they are not sexist!” Or she could have argued that Kim failed
to consider other possibilities besides ethnicity rather than letting Kim con-
sider age on her own. Kim also considers how her generalization is based
on a small sample but is still reinforced by the wider culture, Sara supports
Kim’s point by noting the stereotypes that encourage Kim’s way of thinking.
Sara then offers the example of her own friend visiting from Lebanon to let
Kim know that she understood how the othering’ that Kim was applying
to the men at the pool was not just something that a horribly biased per-
son would do. Sara was letting Kim know that most of us are susceptible
to problematic stereotypes and generalizations, even people we like. Both
speakers found an opportunity to remind the other that they knew this kind
of conversation was difficult and risky. Both offered some reassurance. Kim
faces some cognitive dissonance but also recognizes that she has to engage
in some metacognition to consider how her belief developed. Sara admits
that Kim might be right that the guys were behaving badly but not because
of their ethnicity.

In this dialogue, Sara and Kim wind up with better information and
more developed reasoning skills. An adversarial dialogue would have shut
down this conversation much earlier, confirming the worst assumptions
that each had about the other. Cooperative reasoning, then, is an attitude of
openness and a willingness to take in new information and consider how
it might coexist with our firmly held beliefs. Approaching reasoning and
argumentation not as a battle but instead as a cooperative process means
that we could prioritize asking why someone might have come to believe
something that seems contrary to what we know rather than immediately
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looking for ways to show that it is wrong. We could offer information or
evidence that would help to make sense of another’s point of view rather
than simply looking for any weaknesses or points of conflict. We could con-
sider how our own web of belief might change if we incorporated new or
different information, and we could reflect on our resistance to change our
beliefs. This process does not mean that we have to wind up being per-
suaded of something that lacks good evidence. It also does not mean that
we can't disagree or even have conflicting points of view. What it does mean
is that we have to approach dialogues about social differences not with the
intent to win but with the goal of relaxing our defenses and cooperatively
assessing the relationships between our social beliefs and the social systems
of privilege and disadvantage.

Approaching argumentation from a cooperative perspective rather than
a combative one is not an easy thing to do. The topics are personal, and the
beliefs associated with them are often tied up with lots of unexamined emo-
tional content that we have inherited from our families of origin, the culture
around us, and false information within our own web of belief. In the dia-
logue above, we can imagine that Sara may have felt initially defensive and
was either angry or hurt by Kint's description. Yet if we remind ourselves
that all of us hold social beliefs that could potentially anger or hurt others,
we can relax our blame filters. We all get something wrong when it comes to
beliefs about individuals and social groups. Some of this is the result of the
ignorance of privilege, and some of it is just ignorance and a basic lack of
experience and information. If we view each other as collectively imperfect
and sincerely trying to learn, we can work at arguing more cooperatively.
This does not mean that if Sara did feel defensive or hurt or angry that she
is wrong for having these feelings. Instead, cooperative reasoning encour-
ages us to examine those reactions in the same metacognitive way that we
should examine our beliefs. Our reactions do not have to lead us to jump-
ing to conclusions about others. Sara could be hurt without coming to the
conclusion that Kim is a bigot. Sara could even describe her feelings while
still seeing herself as collaborating with Kim. Similarly, Kim should be able
to hear Sara describe her feelings without jumping to the conclusion that
Sara is incapable of reasoning through the issue. To use Michael Gilbert’s
phrase, an argument is a “position-cluster;” and while it contains feelings,
it still contains beliefs and reasons, and we should be prepared to consider
the complexity.

In the next chapter we will discuss some of the common biases that
contribute to the errors and unprocessed emotions in our web of belief.
For now, let us just appreciate that we have inherited a long history of
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adversarial reasoning and understand that intellectual empathy is an effort Questions for Review
to create alternatives to the argument as war metaphor.

So, we will be committed to dialing down the aggressive and poorly rea-
soned attacks and lifting up the standards for cooperation and consensus,
In this way, intellectually empathic critical thinkers can help to create a new
climate surrounding debates about social issues. By modeling this kind
of cooperative consensus-based reasoning, we create new possibilities for
public reasoning about social issues. However, once we reduce the hostility,
we still need to work at identifying the common mistakes that occur when
thinking and reasoning about social differences.

L. What are the two meanings of “argument” that often get tangled up
together?

2. Describe each of the three criteria for a minimally good argument:

¢ Acceptability
* Relevance
¢ TJustification

3. Is the problem with pseudoreasoning that it involves appeals to our
emotions? Do emotions always get in the way of good reasoning?

4. What were the historical justifications for excluding women, men of
color, and poor and working-class people from engaging in intellec-
tual and academic arguments?

5. What is the adversary method? How does it get in the way of thinking
and reasoning about large systemic issues such as social identity and

difference?

6. What is an ad hominem argument? How is this different from adver-
sarial reasoning?

7. What are the four elements of cooperative reasoning?

8. Describe Michael Gilbert’s notion of argument as a position-cluster.




