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PREFACE

I T wasn't much, just an offhand remark amid the most
forgettable of things, a weather report on Colorado’s
public radio station. “Highs in the seventies in the Denver
metro region,” I remember the host announcing. “Sun. A
beautiful fall day, even ifit’s a bit hazy in some places. Crisp.”

That late September 2020 morning, I spotted ash drifting
over my yard. This was the haze to which the weather report
referred. The ash remained stubborn evidence of the state’s
wildfires. Those fires themselves referred to the enduring
drought—-caused by both a natural dry cycle and climate
change—and extreme heat in the southwest. True, the ash
was light that morning. Not nearly as much fell as had a few
weeks prior. Not nearly as much fell here, over my home, as
blanketed the northwest of the United States that year. But,
somewhere, Colorado burned. We could still smell it, the
pungent smoke that tested our lungs. The state issued an-
other air-quality advisory, as it had for much of the summer
and as it would for much of the autumn. This was our new
normal, what passed for a “beautiful fall day” in Colorado. All
it took was a bit of disbelief, a sense that we could talk about
the weather without mentioning the ash we saw, the smoke

we breathed, and the irritation in our throats.
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The night before, in the first debate of the 2020 election,
President Donald J. Trump had refused to condemn white
supremacists." He had also refused to agree to a peaceful
transfer of power should US voters support his opponent, for-
mer vice president Joe Biden.> As outrageous as these state-
ments were, as much as they led the next day’s news (and they
did), they were well rehearsed and long downplayed by his al-
lies. After all, as a presidential candidate in 2016, Trump had
reluctantly and equivocally disavowed David Duke, a former
grand wizard of the Ku Klux Klan, after Duke had endorsed
him.* And, in the third and final presidential debate with
Hillary Clinton, Trump refused to commit to accepting the
results of that election, saying slyly when pressed on it, “I will
tell you at the time. I'll keep you in suspense. OK?”* (How
honest and tragic his noncommittal proved.)

Two days after his debate with Biden, the day after that
“beautiful fall day” in Colorado, President Trump tested
positive for COVID-19. For six months, he had minimized
the virus, even as it had killed more than two hundred thou-
sand people in the United States by mid-September 2020. In
fact, months earlier, Trump had boasted that, like a “miracle,”
the virus would disappear.> Now the president was hospital-
ized. He suffered “extremely depressed blood oxygen levels
at one point and a lung problem associated with pneumonia,”
according to a February 2021 report in the New York Times.5
He received aggressive, experimental treatments. Some of
his political allies hoped the experience would humble the
president and that he’d emerge from the hospital empathetic

toward the suffering of Americans. Instead, President Trump
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took a driving tour of a line of supporters, quickly returned
to the White House, and boldly tweeted, “Don’t be afraid of
COVID. Don't let it dominate your life.””

Ash in the sky, virus in the air, demagogues in our politics.
“A beautiful fall day,” secured by that strongest of adhesives,
denial.

For nearly a decade and a half, I have been researching
and teaching on denial, the social strategies people use to
hide, ignore, and explain away problems. As a sociologist,
I met these processes through my studies of the politics of
US torture.® From 2002 to 2008, the George W. Bush ad-
ministration and its allies routinely downplayed seemingly
undeniable evidence of torture, including photographs,
human-rights organizations’ reports, and the US govern-
ment’s own investigations. Low-profile incidents of detainee
abuse and torture—such as at Metropolitan Detention
Center (MDC) in Brooklyn, New York, where corrections
officers shoved detainees into walls, twisted their arms and
hands, and assaulted prisoners with unnecessary body-cavity
searches—were overlooked by the media. Politicians, mean-
while, excused the mistreatment of detainees at MDC as the
understandable mistakes of well-meaning Americans in the
immediate aftermath of the September 11, 2001, terrorist at-
tacks. High-profile incidents—such as at Abu Ghraib prison
in Iraq, where US soldiers photographed themselves tortur-
ing detainees—were explained away as “isolated incidents”
caused by “a few bad apples.” Meanwhile, the CIA’s so-called
enhanced interrogation program, in which agency interroga-

tors were authorized by the Bush administration to torture
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detainees, was euphemized and justified as necessary for
the protection of US national security. None of this was sur-
prising. Torture is a war crime, and virtually no government
leader is brazen enough to openly admit its use. The Bush
administration’s denials largely echoed those that had been
used for decades by democracies and dictatorships alike: hide
the evidence, then try to ignore it, and, when that fails, ex-
plain it away.’

But denial is not only for these most global of problems
and leaders. Even as I studied the denials of national politi-
cians whose lives and problems were nothing like mine, I was
continually returned, by national news, to Pine Bush, the
small upstate New York town where I spent most of the first
half of my life. In 2012, the public school district that had edu-
cated my friends, my siblings, and me was exposed for what
ithad long kept hidden: deep and enduring anti-Semitism. A
suit, by several Jewish families in the school district, alleged
that the district had consistently overlooked anti-Semitic
grafhiti, verbal harassment, and physical assaults. The New
York Times opened an article on the lawsuit with these de-

scriptions of the allegations.

The swastikas, the students recalled, seemed to be every-
where: on walls, desks, lockers, textbooks, computer screens,
a playground slide—even on a student’s face. For some
Jewish students in the Pine Bush Central School District in
New York State, attending public school has been nothing
short of a nightmare. . . . They have reported being pelted

with coins, told to retrieve money thrown into garbage
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receptacles, shoved and even beaten. They say that on school
buses in this rural part of the state, located about 9o min-
utes north of New York City and once home to a local Ku
Klux Klan chapter president, students have chanted “white

power” and made Nazi salutes with their arms.*°

Three years later, Foreign Language Week at the high
school was canceled after public outrage regarding the
Language Club’s reading of the Pledge of Allegiance in
Arabic. The local paper and the Washington Post both printed
a photograph of a car in the high school’s parking lot with
a xenophobic message on its rear window: “WE LIVE IN
AMERICA SPEAK ENGLISH.”'" According to the Post, stu-
dents in the high school verbally harassed the student who
read the pledge in Arabic, calling the student a “terrorist” and
saying that they “should go to the Middle East.”*?

Then, in 2019, the New York Times reported that the school
district’s own surveys, which a court filing made public, of-
fered evidence that “anti-Semitism remains a stubborn prob-
lem at Pine Bush.” One-third of middle school and high
school students “said they had seen or heard incidents of anti-
Semitism in school the previous year.”"?

I realize now that none of this was particularly surpris-
ing. As a child, I had thought swastikas to be the normal
graffiti of the older kids, as they were commonly carved into
bus seats and classroom desks. As far north as New York is,
Confederate paraphernalia adorned trucks and cars in town.
A long-standing (and unfounded) rumor, revealing of the

sympathies of some town residents, still circulated: people
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in Pine Bush had a conspiratorial connection to John Wilkes
Booth and had known about the assassination of Lincoln
even before it was reported in the region’s newspapers.'* In
the 1970s, before my time, a member of the school board in
Pine Bush was an official in the Ku Klux Klan. Her husband,
the area’s leader of the Klan, worked as an educator at a local
prison, recruiting white men and circulating white suprem-
acist literature.'® Looking back, the legacies of racism and
anti-Semitism in Pine Bush and, especially, its schools are
obvious. But none of this was discussed openly by the adults
in my life; they and I were protected from these horrors by
our whiteness and our Christian upbringing.

Despite evidence that white supremacy, anti-Semitism,
and Islamophobia festered in Pine Bush, some residents of
the town came together to protect its innocence. Following
reports on the Jewish students’ lawsuit, residents rallied in
November 2013. Rather than denounce anti-Semitism and
express their support for the students who had sued the
school, the town’s rally had a defensive tone, as residents
spoke against the unfairness of reporting on the allega-
tions.'® “We are a loving, caring community, and we don’t
deserve to be painted in such a negative fashion,” said one
rally participant.!”

Swastikas on the school walls, Nazi salutes in the buses. A
“loving, caring community,” secured by that most stubborn
of adhesives, denial.

Interpersonal, collective, and social problems threaten
our sense of how things are and should be. Denial of these

threats offers us a way out. Using denial, we can maintain a

printed on 2/14/2023 3:10 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco. conterns-of -use



EBSCChost -

PREFACE | xv

sense of normalcy, even when we encounter information to
the contrary. Despite drifts of ash and smoke, a fall day can
seem beautiful for its sunny sky and seventy degrees. In writ-
ing this book, I have tried to identify, categorize, and describe
the strategies of denial that people use to maintain the sense
that “everything is fine,” even when it seems obvious that ev-
erythingisn’t.

These strategies are many and varied. They also differ in
their effects, depending on who uses them and how, to what
end, and in what contexts. For these reasons, denial frustrates
our efforts to precisely and narrowly define it. Rather than
pursue, for the sake of coherence, a single form or definition
of denial, I treat it broadly in this book, as the range of strate-
gies that people use and the activities that people engage in
to efface problems. Some of these activities aim at our aware-
ness of problems; they involve efforts to keep distressing in-
formation from intruding into our lives. Other strategies aim
at our understanding of problems; when distressing informa-
tion indeed intrudes, people turn to the rhetoric of denial to
downplay or explain away that information.

This broad treatment means that I cover an expansive so-
cial terrain. Pursuing denial, I've traveled from the seemingly
benign and private interactions between people trying to
manage interpersonal troubles to the most public pronounce-
ments, performances, and tweets of influential figures trying
to manage scandals. The former occur everywhere—among
co-workers avoiding conversations about a supervisor’s ob-
vious mistakes, strangers feigning unawareness of the dis-

tress of another on a busy city street, and friends who joke
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about climate change to manage their anxiety about “unsea-
sonably” warm weather. The latter occur everywhere, too.
A Hollywood producer invokes his “demons” to excuse his
sexual assaults of women. A president claims he was being
“sarcastic” after, in all seriousness, he raises the possibil-
ity of injecting Americans with bleach in order to control a
pandemic.

My hope is that this book will help you identify specific
strategies of denial when you encounter them, whether you
encounter them in the behaviors of others in your life or in
the public maneuvers of the most powerful. I also hope that
the arguments presented here can help you understand how
denial enables people to cultivate ignorance of social prob-
lems. Because even when denied, problems fester. This is de-
nial’s paradox. It can seem like a balm, soothing social life
and people’s anxieties over problems. But it is also an irritant.
By smoothing over disturbances, it can actually aggravate
them. The causes of social problems remain unresolved, the
harms unrecognized. If denial indeed protects us, it only pro-
tects our sense that social problems don’t concern us. It does
not protect us or others from those problems themselves.

To give names to our encounters with denial is to bring
these experiences, whether familiar or unfamiliar, into lan-
guage. Giving words and form to denial, we can hold it in
common, inspecting and describing it together. This allows
us, as the sociologist Charles Lemert writes of all sociologi-
cal knowledge, to bring experience “out of the dusky realm of
the secrets everyone knows but, for fear of the consequences,

will not talk about”—and, I'll add, cannot talk about for lack
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of the right words."® I find inspiration for this pursuit, too,
in historian and activist Rebecca Solnit’s writing on social
change: “Calling things by their true names cuts through the
lies that excuse, buffer, muddle, disguise, avoid, or encour-
age inaction, indifference, obliviousness. It’s not all there is
to changing the world, but it’s a key step.”*®

Denial is not all there is to our politics and to our social
life. Nor is the naming and exposure of denial all that social
change requires of us. Still, let us call denial by its true name.
After all, our modern emperors—our film producers, news
anchors, corporate and university leaders, and politicians—
still parade naked and convince us to disbelieve our eyes.
Thankfully, for the rest of us, denial’s strength is ultimately its
weakness. It works best when it works unnoticed, spending
its time casting and then living in the shadows of our world.

To notice denial and, then, to speak its name is to undo it.
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THE nuances of a language are said to serve the
needs of those who use it. One frequently reads, for
instance, that there are people who use dozens of words to
describe snow, the better to linguistically map their frozen
world.!

What does it mean, then, that the English language is lit-
tered with clichés, idioms, and proverbs to describe the many
forms and textures of denial? We use the language of domes-
ticity, describing people “sweeping things under the rug,”
warning against “washing your dirty laundry in public,”
and “keeping skeletons in our closets.” We invoke the ani-
mal world. We keep, impossibly, “elephants in the room.” We
“let our sleeping dogs lie” and threaten that “curiosity kills
the cat.” Like ostriches, we “bury our head in the sand.”> We
speak of our perceptual fields and their limits, hiding things
“in plain sight,” overlooking “open secrets,” and keeping still
other things “out of sight, out of mind.” Using ableist lan-
guage, we turn a “blind eye” or a “deaf ear”; some people play
at being “deaf and dumb.” Others cultivate a “willful blind-
ness” to reality. We celebrate that “ignorance is bliss” and
that “what you don’t know can’t hurt you.” Both are easier

pleasures to pursue when we “bite our tongue” and “don’t

1
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ask and don’t tell.” When figurative speech no longer fits, we
invent new jargon. We speak of presidents and CEOs who
have “plausible deniability” for lacking demonstrable knowl-
edge of the crimes of underlings. We speak of an apathetic
citizenry suffering from “compassion fatigue” or “scandal fa-
tigue.” Or, owing everything to Freud and Kiibler-Ross, we
simply say that a person is “in denial.”

Perhaps it means that we English speakers are especially
prone to, but also aware of, denial. But I suspect that the
overgrowth of the language of denial suggests something
more fundamental: denial is a core social practice. Perhaps
not universal, but nearly so.* For wherever people live among
other people, there will be those who transgress social norms.
Some will be minor. Think of all the embarrassing gaffes that
can derail a person’s interactions with others. Others will be
deeply transgressive. Think of the betrayals of trust, corrup-
tion, and crimes that fill the news. Imagine, even, “a society
of saints,” the French sociologist Emile Durkheim famously
wrote. “Crimes . .. will be ... unknown.” But faults and blun-
ders that are normally forgivable “will create there the same
scandal that the ordinary offense does” in the typical soci-
ety.> And wherever there is the scandal of fault, of blunder,
and of transgression, there will be options. One can hide,
ignore, or explain away—that is, deny the transgression. Or
one can punish the transgressor. Durkheim emphasized the

latter. Yet denial is as basic a social process as is punishment.
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Denial and the Social Organization of Attention

We’re not used to thinking about denial in this way, as its
most familiar form is psychological and pathological: the
lone denier, repressing recognition of their troubles.® This is
the denial of the addict, of the abuser, of those avoiding our
inevitable, human encounter with death. But this lone denier
is a bit of social scientific fiction. It’s not that we don’t deny
critical truths about ourselves and others. We do, and the
ways we do this are legion.

Rather, denial’s loneliness is the fiction. Denial is embed-
ded in social life. We learn its ways through socialization,
and we maintain it through social interaction. Partly, this has
to do with how attention is taught and managed—how it is,
in sociological terms, socially organized. People learn from
others what they should notice and attend to. People learn,
in other words, what they should keep in the foreground of
social life. They learn, too, what they should ignore, over-
look, and leave in the background. In one of his several de-
ceptively slight books on these issues, the sociologist Eviatar
Zerubavel offers a prosaic example of this: that of a child ata
200, watching the “wrong” animals. Zerubavel writes, “Thus,
when young visitors attend to conventionally ‘wrong’ ob-
jects of attention, such as pigeons and squirrels that linger
between the zoo’s enclosures . . . their parents indeed often
try to redirect their attention to the specifically exhibited
(and therefore conventionally ‘noteworthy’) animals.”” It
isn’t just the attention of children that is socially organized

in these rather simple ways. Like the parent teaching a child
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how to observe animals at a zoo, experienced birders often
redirect the attention of novice birdwatchers from a common
bird, the robin or starling, to the uncommon warbler flitting
above them. Eventually, the novice birder learns to give the
common birds but a perfunctory glance and leave them unre-
ported when others ask what they are watching.

The learning of attention is a lifelong process. In The
Elephant in the Room, a foundational text on the sociology
of denial, Zerubavel notes that professions have “distinc-
tive traditions of paying attention” that “affect what their
members notice.”® These traditions are taught and learned
through socialization and professionalization, including ap-
prenticeships, internships, and schooling; probationary pe-
riods before promotion; and formal reviews. Through these,
those in a profession learn what to attend to and what can be,
perhaps even must be, overlooked. Most sociologists, the au-
thor included, learn to perceive social structure and to keep
inequality in the foreground of their attention. For most of us
working in the discipline, other things usually remain undis-
cussed: genetics, for instance, or the unconscious.

Through everyday socialization and formal training, we
learn to attend to some things and not others. What we're
taught to leave in the background, and what we indeed allow
to remain in the background, is frequently ignored. This is a
simple fact of human social development. And it reflects, too,
the limits of human attention; we must filter out some, even
most, of our environment to attend to the limited portion
of it relevant to us at any given moment. Yet this fact takes

on a normative, moral dimension whenever the teaching of
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attention is used to keep inconvenient, disruptive facts from
entering the foreground of our lives. When a child, for in-
stance, is taught to avoid drawing attention to the presence
of people living on city streets, perhaps admonished that it’s
not polite to point or stare, homelessness may recede beyond
the horizon of the child’s perception of a place. Certainly,
they’ve learned that others would prefer them to pretend that
they haven’t noticed people who are unhoused. When, within
their homes, children see that adults do not speak about fam-
ily members’ addictions or violence, they may remain silent
out of fear of disturbing the delicate, false peace. But these
processes are not the family’s alone. Professionalization, too,
includes messages about what may or may not be spoken out
loud. New hires to a workplace often learn that more senior
colleagues’ incompetence, indiscretions, abuses of power,
even outright crimes are best left undiscussed. In these
cases, the social organization of attention operates not as an
inevitable method of filtering out extraneous or irrelevant
information. Rather, here it appears as denial—a method
of backgrounding or effacing information that, if surfaced,
could disrupt social interaction, discredit the identities that
people claim for themselves, and/or trigger social sanctions.

These processes suggest a partial, sociological definition
of denial: it includes the strategies, whether interactional or
communicative, that people use to keep troubling information
from entering social life in the first place.” Importantly, for de-
nial to work, it must be deployed among people. It takes at least
two and usually more, a small group of people, to actively col-

laborate to hush uncomfortable and distressing truths.
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The sociologist Kari Marie Norgaard’s research into cli-
mate change denial illustrates these processes. Norgaard’s
work largely focuses on denial among climate change believ-
ers, those who do not explicitly and outright deny either cli-
mate change or its human causes. Through interviews and
observations in Norway and the United States, Norgaard
shows that even these believers practice denial, keeping the
smoldering truth of climate change in the background of so-
cial life. They do so, Norgaard shows, to manage the power-
ful and negative emotional responses that they and others
have to the threat of climate change. Norgaard’s Norwegian
interviewees expressed profound insecurity about the fu-
ture. Parents worried about the world that their children
and grandchildren would inherit. Meanwhile, in the United
States, discussions among students in Norgaard’s courses
on the environment veered toward the apocalypse, with stu-
dents describing the future as resembling eco-Armageddon
films like The Day after Tomorrow.*°

We might expect that those who fear the future would
take action to fix it. Instead, fear’s fellow traveler is helpless-
ness. To many people, the problem of climate change seems
too global, too complex, and too deeply rooted in our exist-
ing human world to be corrected by individuals. Feelings of
helplessness, according to Norgaard, are particularly salient
in the United States. Many Americans believe that the causes
of most social problems are within individuals and, so, they
look for solutions that are similarly individualistic.'* Climate
change stubbornly resists us, no matter our beliefin our own

individual power. We cannot change our light bulbs and
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recycle our way out of it. No wonder one of Norgaard’s male
students described a feeling of “impotence” toward climate
change. Another said, “Yeah, I can write my congressman a
letter, but in all honesty ... I am not sure that one person can
make such a difference.”*?

Afraid and politically handcuffed by helplessness,
Norgaard’s interviewees admit that they try to keep climate
change in the background of social life. They say that they
avoid exposing themselves and others to information about
climate change. They avoid talking about the topic at parties
and other social events. When they raise the issue, they use
humor, joking about the weather, to simultaneously acknowl-
edge their deep fear of climate change and drain it of its emo-

tional power."?

The Social Language of Denial

The use of humor suggests a change in how denial oper-
ates. Attention-management strategies sometimes fail.
Information and, especially, distressing information sur-
faces. Information, in other words, may become undeniable at
the level of attention. But this is not the end of denial. Rather,
it begins a change in strategies, from those used to keep
information out of our collective attention to those used, like
humor, to reinterpret unavoidable information in ways that
disarm it.

Denial, then, is not simply the silence of the unnoticed.
It speaks. Or, more accurately, we speak the rhetoric of de-

nial. Here, too, denial is social, as social scientists who have
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studied the ways people give accounts of themselves have
shown. To account for their bad behavior, the seemingly
lone denier adapts the “socially approved vocabularies” of
denial, to borrow the sociologist Terri L. Orbuch’s descrip-
tion of accounts.'* This vocabulary is highly structured, tak-
ing the form of disclaimers, excuses, and justifications. These
rhetorical forms, in turn, operate in distinct ways. Deniers
use disclaimers to frame potentially discrediting speech
and behavior; their hope is that their audiences might in-
terpret their actions in the best possible light.'* Deniers use
excuses, meanwhile, to deny their responsibility for poten-
tially discrediting behavior. And they use justifications to
reinterpret potentially discrediting behavior as acceptable or
inoffensive.'®

Each of these forms has myriad subtypes, which I describe
in chapter 3. All are highly flexible, too. Observing the lat-
est political or corporate scandal unfold, it can seem that the
rhetoric of denial is endlessly adaptable, twisting facts beyond
recognition. In reality, the rhetoric of denial features a lim-
ited set of linguistic moves. They are, more or less, standard-
ized and, so, predictable in their use. This is because when
deniers offer excuses or justifications of their misconduct,
they do so in the hope that others will accept their denials as
believable and reasonable. In other words, competent deniers
must offer explanations for their behaviors that are both be-
lievable and unproblematic, though the behaviors themselves
may be deeply problematic. The sociologist C. Wright Mills
described these rhetorical moves as “vocabularies of motive.”

These vocabularies are the culturally structured descriptions

printed on 2/14/2023 3:10 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco. conterns-of -use



EBSCChost -

INTRODUCTION | 9

people give of the ultimate causes of their behavior. Though
Mills intended this concept for all explanations, I find that
it aptly describes the connections between people’s trans-
gressive behavior, their rhetorical denials to minimize that
behavior, and social expectations. The rhetoric of denial
consists of “relatively stable lingual phrases,” to again quote
Mills. These relatively stable denials translate the “question
of ‘why’” someone acted in a problematic way into an “un-
questioned answer” for that behavior."”

What makes a denial acceptable? What permits it to go
“unquestioned”? In a foundational essay on accounts, the so-
ciologists Marvin B. Scott and Stanford M. Lyman provide
an answer: an account (and, so, denial) is most likely to be
accepted when it is consistent with cultural expectations—
commonsensical beliefs about what “everybody knows” to be
true of human behavior and, to alesser extent, the facts of the
bad behavior in question.'® For instance, everybody knows
that “accidents happen.” Not surprisingly, many a denier
claims, “It was an accident.” Rhetorical denials are effective
when they bridge the gap, to paraphrase Scott and Lyman’s
theory of accounts, between individual behavior and socially
acceptable explanations of that behavior. Whether others ac-
cept a person’s thetorical denial is always an empirical ques-
tion; we need to investigate how audiences respond to the
denial and its user. We’d expect, too, that commonsensical
beliefs about human conduct change over time and vary by
culture. Still, six decades after Scott and Lyman initially the-
orized accounts, social scientists still find that competent de-

niers tend to rely on a relatively limited range of claims. This
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suggests that there may be an enduring structure to people’s
seemingly idiosyncratic uses of the rhetoric of denial.

Denial, then, takes two forms: attention-management
strategies and rhetorical strategies. The former enable us to
silence or hide troubling truths and inconvenient facts, keep-
ing them from pressing into social life. The latter, meanwhile,
help us to minimize those troubling truths and inconvenient
facts when they intrude. These strategies are the main char-
acters of this book. Focusing on them, I hope to show how it
is that people deploy denial to obscure or minimize interper-
sonal and social problems.

The opening three chapters, especially, pursue these
strategies. Chapter 1, “How Not to Notice: Overlooking
Interpersonal Problems,” shows how people use attention-
management strategies and a few key rhetorical tricks to man-
age embarrassment in their interactions with others. Chapter
2, “How to Be a Bystander: Ignoring Public Problems,”
shows how small groups exert social psychological pressures
that keep people from acknowledging and, so, intervening
in public emergencies. Chapter 3, “How to Avoid Blame:
Explaining Away Problems,” focuses on the full set of rhetori-
cal strategies—disclaimers, excuses, and justifications—that

people use to explain away their bad behavior.

Scaling Up: From Interpersonal to Collective Denial

Attention-management and rhetorical strategies of denial
operate at the everyday, institutional, and collective levels of

social life. While similar strategies of denial are used at each
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level, the distinctions remain vital. Institutional and collec-
tive denial is considerably more complex and impactful than
is everyday denial. As denial “scales up” through these lev-
els, those using it can mobilize greater resources, involve the
active participation and passive acquiescence of more people,
and erase more significant social problems than those using
denial on the interactional level.

The second half of this book focuses on the different
scales at which denial operates. Chapter 4, “How to Conceal
Misconduct: Organizations Hiding Problems,” shows how
organizational actors normalize and then hide corruption,
illegality, and immorality. Organizational forms of denial si-
multaneously enable and protect masses of perpetrators. The
scope of the sexual abuse scandals involving Larry Nassar at
Michigan State, Jerry Sandusky at Penn State, and Harvey
Weinstein at Miramax offers evidence of this. This is because
organizations—workplaces, corporations, educational in-
stitutions, athletic programs, and the like—tightly organize
people into partially closed groups. Organizations can pro-
duce their own realities that normalize unethical behavior,
integrate their members into those realities, and then cover
their tracks, keeping outsiders from learning of their secrets.

At the organizational level, denial becomes more struc-
tured and bureaucratic than at the interpersonal level.
Organizations socialize their members into states of denial
through formal trainings and informal mentorships, as well as
with quasi-legal and legal documents (such as those prohibit-
ing public disclosures of organizational activities). Knowledge

production, too, is more central to organizational denial than
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it is to interpersonal denial. On the interpersonal level, people
can try to hide information about themselves; they avoid rais-
ing certain topics in discussions and manage their personal
“paper trails” by deleting texts or social media posts. At the
organizational level, however, the effort is more extensive
and involves substantially vaster records and people. It can
involve strategies to intimidate or ignore whistleblowers, the
organizational actors who bring knowledge to the attention
of others. It can involve the curation of a paper trail that sys-
tematically excludes damaging facts or buries those damaging
facts in extraneous information. Organizations also control
knowledge by controlling the information that outsiders can
access. When all else fails, they can produce junk science, par-
tial truths and outright lies masquerading as facts, as tobacco,
opioid, and petroleum companies have done to obscure the
dangers of their products. The strategies of attention man-
agement, then, are not simply interactional; they also take
uniquely organizational forms.

Organizations and institutions go to great lengths to keep
their questionable, if not outright criminal, actions hidden.
But through the revelations of whistleblowers or investigative
journalists, intentional leaks of information, or accidental
disclosures, some secrets eventually come to light. Scandals
trail such revelations. But like the everyday deniers who turn
to excuses when others are no longer satisfied to overlook
their bad behavior, those ensnared by scandal have further
recourse in denial.

Chapter 5, “How to Avoid Scandal: Elites Managing

Problems,” follows the processes of scandal management.
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Here, the strategies of denial parallel those used at the ev-
eryday level. Elite politicians, corporate leaders, and media
members use excuses and justifications, just as the rest of
us do in our daily lives. They, too, try to change the topic of
conversations by pivoting and shaping the agenda of others.
One of the core differences, though, is that elite deniers are
far better resourced than the rest of us. Their statements are
usually scripted by others who are skilled in rhetoric, public
relations, and scandal management. Statements that need to
be performed live are rehearsed. Elite deniers also perform
their denials on stages crafted for the occasion, with flags,
photos of family, and other symbols of their righteousness
completing their scenes. And they can embed these denials
into prerecorded speeches or advertisements.

Elite deniers, to borrow from the work of cultural sociolo-
gist Jeffrey Alexander, control the “means of symbolic pro-
duction,” the material and cultural resources necessary to
produce effective mass portrayals of problems.'® This extends
to control over information. Just as organizations can shape
the contours of what others know about their inner workings,
elite actors ensnared in scandals can influence how investiga-
tions of those very scandals unfold. This is particularly true of
elite political actors, who can appoint allies to conduct inves-
tigations, limit the scope of investigations by defining what’s
in and out of bounds, and set protracted timelines that help
dampen public concern.?®

This does not mean, however, that elite actors are free to
use denial in any way that they want. Powerful actors tend to

shape their denials to the documentary evidence that reveals
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their misconduct.?! They tend to meet anonymous allega-
tions with outright denials. When documentary evidence is
more direct and damning, as when video recordings reveal
the violence of state actors, elite deniers usually pivot toward
reinterpretations and justifications for what the evidence re-
veals.”? Unlike everyday deniers, elite deniers must also craft
denials that resonate with diverse public audiences. To do
this, they frequently stock their denials with references and
allusions to collective values and histories. These are usually
deployed in predictable ways, in an attempt to tether the elite
denier to sacred symbols.>* And elite deniers must anticipate,
preempt, and respond to the counterclaims of their critics,
who are invested in revealing the artifice, inconsistencies,
and outright lies supporting denial. Scandal management,
then, tends to involve a series of moves and countermoves,
which shape how elite actors deploy denial.

Finally, organizational and elite denials give enduring
shape to the problems being denied. These denials can be
embedded in documentary records that describe problems,
such as archives, investigations, reports, educational materi-
als, or transcripts. They can also take the shape of cultural
objects, such as memorials or museum exhibits. In these
ways, present-day denial may become historical and collec-
tive denial, as cultural and textual artifacts become part of
a collective memory in which problems have been erased or
minimized. For instance, here in Colorado, the 1864 mas-
sacre of Cheyenne and Arapaho people at Sand Creek was
long downplayed on a monument outside the state’s capitol

in Denver. The monument listed the event as one of many
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military “battles” that Colorado soldiers participated in dur-
ing the Civil War. Erected in 1909 and designed by a member
of the cavalry that committed the massacre, the monument’s
rendition remained for ninety years, when an interpretive
marker was added to the monument to clarify that the “bat-
tle” was, in fact, a massacre. (The statue was toppled by pro-
testers in June 2020, and the state intends to replace it with a
memorial to the victims of the Sand Creek massacre.)**

In the end, the divides between everyday, organizational,
and collective denials of problems are not as stark as these
previous paragraphs make them seem. Organizational and
collective denial flow down through everyday interactions,
contributing to the socialization of attention and the every-
day rhetoric of denial. Denial’s fate, then, is to return to ev-
eryday life. Chapter 6, “How to Hide in Plain Sight: Denying
Racism,” addresses, as chapter 1 does, the everyday uses of
denial. But rather than focus on interpersonal problems—
mistakes, embarrassment, and the various blunders asso-
ciated with living life in real time—chapter 6 shows how
everyday forms of denial are deployed to erase or downplay
genuinely collective problems.

There is a complex interplay between everyday, orga-
nizational, and collective denials of social problems.>® On
one hand, organizational and collective denials of problems
structure everyday encounters with denial, as when students
learn from textbooks specifically designed by educational
boards and publishers to erase certain claims about histori-
cal events. On the other hand, in their everyday denials of

problems, people creatively deploy collective denial. In
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private conversations, for instance, people may explain away
problems by adapting the excuses and justifications that pol-
iticians and media claims makers also use.?® And everyday
denial can itself be a creative, generative process, socializing
people into the denial of problems even before they encoun-
ter institutional or collective denials.

Across chapters 1-3, I take a broad and synthetic approach
to denial, drawing on research into a range of interpersonal
and collective problems. Unlike many books on denial, which
focus on a particular case (climate change or torture, to name
two), these chapters focus on not a particular problem but the
more general types of denial and their various examples. I do
so to reveal how a lot of different people are using the same
tools of denial to address different situations, to paraphrase
the sociologist Joel Best’s case for using multiple examples to
illustrate social phenomena.*” I follow, too, Zerubavel’s ap-
proach to studying “conspiracies of silence” in The Elephant
in the Room. Like Zerubavel, I try to “highlight general pat-
terns that transcend any particular social situation,” and I
“deliberately oscillate” among widely different examples
and cases “to emphasize the distinctly generic properties” of
denial *®

By contrast, chapter 6 addresses the everyday denial of
one particular problem: racism. Even as this chapter nar-
rows its focus, it also illustrates two general processes that
occur across the denial of social problems. The first entails
the interplay between institutional, collective, and every-
day denial. Institutional and collective processes of denial

structure everyday uses of denial. They do so by withholding
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information from or framing it for everyday actors, shaping
their understanding of social problems. They also provide
rhetorical templates for use to minimize social problems in
everyday discourse. For instance, in chapter 6, we see how
educational institutions cultivate curricula that whitewash
the history of racism, keeping some students from adequately
understanding systemic racism’s living legacies. We see, too,
how the disclaimers and excuses of political elites who deny
racism reappear in everyday discourse. The second process is
that by which people—often, though not exclusively, white
people—adapt the generic forms of denial, described in the
previous chapters, and fit them for use to deny a specific prob-
lem. These processes are endemic to our everyday negotia-
tions of social problems and, so, this chapter is meant to help
the reader see and anticipate this process across problems.
But I do notintend to dissolve the denial of racism into the
broader study of denial. Rather, my intent is to bring the ana-
lytic vocabulary of the sociology of denial to scholarship on
white privilege and racial domination. Doing so, the chapter
shows how both attention-management and rhetorical strate-
gies of denial efface the reality of systemic racism and serve

as a central tool in its maintenance.

Denial can feel like a force with its own volition, erasing
problems so thoroughly that ignorance of those problems is
automatic and awareness, by contrast, impossible. For this
reason, social scientists sometime speak of states of denial,

asif denial is a semipermanent reality independent of human
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activities and the cultural artifacts people produce.”” I'm
tempted by this language, too. Throughout this book, I'll
describe denial as if it is agentic, as if a force called “denial”
itself does the denying. But I mean such descriptions figura-
tively, and I offer them to keep the focus on the strategies of
denial, rather than on the myriad examples, with their casts
of characters, presented in each chapter.

In fact, the interplay between organizational, collective,
and everyday denial suggest that “states” of denial must be
continually maintained. Denial is a moment-by-moment
achievement, if we can call it that, of interpersonal, organiza-
tional, and collective actions. Through these actions, groups
of people push distressing facts into the background of every-
day life or downplay them when they do intrude.

Certainly, this is the case, at least, in relatively open and
pluralistic societies, in which multiple perspectives on prob-
lems persist and people compete to foreground or back-
ground particular problems. Under these conditions, the
achievement of anything like a collective state of denial is
precariously maintained, moment by moment, interaction by
interaction. It requires vigilance to keep that which is denied
indeed denied.

It is impossible to underestimate denial. People have strat-
egies to deny any and all things, no matter how credibly dem-
onstrated those things are. But we must not overestimate
denial. It belongs to us and to our collective life. It only does
the work that we ask of it.
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Overlooking Interpersonal Problems

TH E elementary forms of denial are those that you and
I use, every day, to manage embarrassment in our
encounters with others. Here, denial appears at its lightest. It
aims at minor disruptions, the proverbial “food in the teeth” of
a speaker. It mingles with humor, the laughter we use to make
light of our mistakes. And it serves us well, protecting our rela-
tionships while doing relatively little harm to social life.

Consider, for instance, this scene. Each year, for the past
several, I've intentionally bungled my first-day performance
in my sociology of denial course. Once, I buttoned my shirt
incorrectly, the right side tugged upward by the wayward
button. The next year, I donned an inside-out sweater, the
seams showing and the tag, too. The year after that, I intro-
duced myself to students while wearing a smear of ketchup
across my face. Most recently, as a remote educator, I angled
my webcam badly, so only the top of my head was visible to
students as I delivered my first-day lecture.

These sorts of “norm violation” exercises are typical of so-
ciology and criminology courses." They allow sociologists

and their students to observe, describe, and analyze how

19
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others respond to unexpected, embarrassing events. But
what we typically find is not so dramatic. When faced with
the unexpected behavior of another, most people will try to
appear as if they haven’t noticed.

At least that’s what I find, year after year. As I meander
through my scripted, first-day lecture, students try to pretend
that they haven’t noticed my mistakes. Those seated at the
front of my physical classrooms work especially hard as they
remain, mercilessly, under my gaze. They maintain uncom-
monly disciplined eye contact, the better to keep their eyes
from appearing to notice that something’s amiss. If I dare
step toward them, they look down. Or else they try the op-
posite: a stare straight through me at the PowerPoint slides
projected at the front of the room. Those at the back of the
room smother the suggestion of a smirk.

It usually takes forty minutes or more for some coura-
geous student to draw attention to my mistake. And this usu-
ally happens only after I've helped the intervention along by
asking students to offer familiar phrases for denial. “Head in
the sand,” they say. “Hidden in plain sight,” they offer. The
phrases all seem to allude to my blunder and, as we share
them, it becomes increasingly difficult for students to avoid
speaking about the elephant in the room.

These responses are not unusual. In fact, my exercise in
embarrassment merely replicates the work of sociologists
Shane Sharp and Gregory T. Kordsmeier, who conducted
the (awkwardly titled) “shirt-weenie” exercise to teach stu-
dents at the University of Wisconsin-Madison about the uses

of tact. (What’s a “shirt-weenie”? It’s when the bottom of a
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dress shirt is threaded and then zippered through the fly of
one’s pants. It’s not, as far as 'm aware, a common mistake
people make when dressing.*) Nor are these responses lim-
ited to the artificial environment of the classroom. Every day,
we encounter mildly uncomfortable situations: a supervisor
with an undone zipper; co-workers with something vague,
yet still off-putting, visible in their noses; and public speak-
ers with meals squirreled away in the gaps of teeth, edges of
mouths, or facial hair. Advice on how to confront these situ-
ations abounds. Those who give the advice suggest that we
act with care and tact, the better to avoid drawing prolonged
attention to these problems and their people.

But why should such minor issues provoke such weak re-
sponses from us? Why are we so unlikely to help, to ease the
collective discomfort by simply letting each other know of
our blunders? Why would we, in other words, prefer to deny

the obvious mistakes of others?

Erving Goffman and the Denial of Embarrassment

The problem, the Canadian sociologist Erving Goffman
discovered over a half-century ago, is that embarrassment
threatens to undo so much: our identities, our senses of each
other, and our shared sense of how to act within social situ-
ations.* Rather than confront embarrassment directly, we
sidle up to it, hoping it won’t notice us noticing. Much of what
we call denial is simply our individual and collective willing-
ness to pretend that something disturbing, if only mildly so,

has not, in fact, occurred.
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Goffman revealed this by closely attending to the ways
that people interact with each other. But he went further, in-
tentionally embarrassing colleagues, students, and acquain-
tances to watch their responses.’ Indeed, Goffman’s academic
influence might only have been matched by his notoriety. The
sociologist John Irwin, a close friend of Goffman, contended
that Goffman’s work might “stand as the most important
body of sociology produced in the 6os and 70s.”® Yet even
Irwin left Goffman off his own dissertation committee be-
cause of Goffman’s reputation for giving graduate students—
and note the vagueness of Irwin’s words here as its own kind
of denial—“a lot of trouble.”” Goffman was known to insult
friends, colleagues, even those he’d just met. He’d untact-
fully comment on others” apparent weaknesses, professional
achievements, or tastes in clothing, music, furniture, even
spouses.® He could undo social gatherings, publicly eviscer-
ating hosts of parties and interrogating guests.’

I'recall, twenty years on now, a story that my undergrad-
uate social theory professor shared with the class. While at
the University of Pennsylvania in the 1970s and early 1980s,
Goffman might offer a hostess of a faculty party a pittance
for her efforts, a handful of small bills on the way out of the
party. The insult was double: to rudely turn the evening into
a cold, commercial exchange and to do so with just a few
dollars, suggesting the cheapness of the event.'® That these
parties were meant to signal so much—the (usually) male
faculty member’s social standing and, given the gender and
economic roles of the time, his choice of a wife—added insult

to insult.!!
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Was Goffman staging difficult interactions to observe, asa
sociologist would, what unfolds? Maybe. Or perhaps it was a
provocation. The sociologist John Lofland, another friend of
Goffman, describes Goffman as using his “exquisitely cruel”
wit as a “social catalyst” to electrify social events.'* According
to others, Goftman bristled at both the rules of social engage-
ment and those whom they benefited, those whom Goffman
famously described as “normals”—the “young, married,
white, urban, northern, heterosexual Protestant father of col-
lege education, fully employed, of good complexion, weight,
and height, and a recent record in sports.”** According to
those who knew Goffman, the roots of this opposition were
deep. Goffman grew up Jewish in provincial Canada, at a
time of rampant anti-Semitism.'* He stood around 5'3" and
was often the shortest man in the room."* He studied the me-
chanics of interaction, at a time when seemingly more serious
concerns of social structure dominated sociology. In a field of
competitors, each trying to dominate others, Goffman sided
with the underdogs of social life."®

So, embarrassment was central to both Goffman’s biog-
raphy and his research. But if we are to make anything of
Goffman’s life, perhaps it should be that his sister, Frances
Bay, was a successful television and film actress for nearly
a half-century. Bay is best known as a character actor, play-
ing the role that her physical appearance most seemed
to embody: grandmothers (to Happy Days’s Fonzie and
Adam Sandler’s Happy Gilmore) and various “old ladies” (as
“Mabel,” the so-called Marble Rye Lady, in Seinfeld, for in-

stance).'” When Goffman theorized social interaction, he
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turned his work, much as his sister had, to the theater. His
was a dramaturgical theory of social life, in which people
“perform” their identities, much as actors perform roles, for
their audiences. To understand embarrassment and our ef-
forts to deny it, we first need to understand the ways that peo-

ple perform for others.

Embarrassment and the Performance of Self

The departure point for Goffman’s theory of identity is the
performance, for it is through acting in social performances
that people create and sustain their identities. It isn’t clear if
Goffman meant that people are literally actors, or rather met-
aphorical ones, on the social stage. In fact, he seemed to have
us as both. “All the world is not, of course, a stage, but the cru-
cial ways in which it isn’t are not easy to specify,” he wrote."®
But whether we are actors or merely like actors, so much
depends on our ability to act. With our very selves at stake,
we rarely leave things to chance. Rather, we plan and rehearse
performances, particularly those with high stakes. We do this
in what Goffman referred to as our back stage, a setting where
we are out of sight and earshot of our audiences.'® There, we
try on what Goffman referred to as our “personal fronts,”
the “expressive equipment . . . that we most intimately iden-
tify” with our self, such as outfits and accessories, makeup
and hairstyles, even gestures and expressions.>® We may re-
hearse a script of the verbal elements of our performances.
We think through the (clever?) turns of phrases we’ll deploy

and the (enthralling?) anecdotes we’ll share. Perhaps we’ll
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even script the entire thing, reading and rehearsing until the
written words seem to emerge spontaneously. We gather the
props for our performances, objects that we can use to embel-
lish our actions. Once ready—or once required—we enter
the front stage. There, we find ourselves open to the gaze of
an audience. There, we perform.*!

Our performances succeed when we give the impression
of having mastered—or, if the audience is generous enough,
nearly mastered—all of this. We hope, in other words, that
the self we perform appears to pour from our very being. By
way of example, let’s stay, for only a while longer, with the
character who opened this chapter: the professor, preparing
and performing for a class. In my classes, I try to manage my
students’ impressions of me as a college professor. I try, in
other words, to perform this role in a way that elicits from
students the response that I want: that they treat me as if 'm
a competent college professor, someone capable of leading a
classroom of students through an hour of lecture and discus-
sion about the sociology of this or that. As Goffman would
have it, this identity isn’t securely stored inside me, as we usu-
ally think it is. Rather, my identity as a college professor is
imputed, or attributed, to me by my audience of students, de-
pending on how effectively I perform my role vis-a-vis their
expectations for it.>?

Knowing this, back stage, protected from watchful stu-
dents, I prepare. I plan my time with them, drafting and
practicing the (riveting?) lectures, (provoking?) discussion
questions, and (engaging?) activities. I build my most impor-

tant props, tinkering with PowerPoint slides and composing
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handouts. If there’s time, I'll visit the setting of my perfor-
mance, arranging desks or my Zoom background and check-
ing that other key props, such as the overhead projector that
will show my slides or my webcam, work. Despite these ef-
forts, and despite my decade of experience in the classroom,
this performance can still go wrong. Here’s a partial list of
blunders that, mercifully, are rare enough and usually occur
singularly.

I can mismanage my personal front. I sometimes spill my
cup of tea on my desk, my shoes, and my lecture notes. Once,
I choked on a sip of water and no amount of physical work
could make the choking stop. I'm not the only unlucky one. A
colleague reports she showed up to class with the size sticker
still stuck to a new shirt. Another reports having been caught
in a downpour while biking to class and having to teach in
his intramural basketball uniform instead of in his expected,
professorial costume.

I can mishandle my props. I sometimes leave my lec-
ture notes or outline in my office. Or I forget to reorder a
PowerPoint presentation to match it to my lecture notes; I
find myselflooking back, aghast, as it displays a different con-
cept than the one I'm describing. Absentmindedly, Ileave my
bag in the path that I usually pace and, even more absent-
mindedly, I step through its straps, stumbling.

I can lack what Goffman called “dramaturgical disci-
pline,” the ability or focus needed to execute the planned
performance.*® As I deliver the lecture, I forget my lines. As
deliver my lecture, I deliver the correct lines but badly, a hitch

in my voice when I arrive at a polysyllabic word. Teaching
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over Zoom, I leave myself muted as I respond to a student’s
question. Backin the classroom, I forget a student’s name and
realize this too late, having called on the student, opened my
mouth, and found only another’s name forthcoming. Or I
manage time badly, finding myself left with far more than a
responsible instructor should be or running out mid-.

And so on. There may be no limit to the ways our perfor-
mances can go wrong. Embarrassment stalks us, our often
cleverer, sometimes cruder, and always crueler shadow.

Usually, we can quickly and with little work recover from
our mistakes. If I remain poised after realizing I've lost my
lecture notes, I might pose a discussion question to the class,
sneak out as students talk in small groups, and recover a copy
from my office. But some blunders endure, with palpable
consequences. Goffman describes the effects of a disrupted
performance well: “The social interaction . . . may come to
an embarrassed and confused halt; the situation may cease
to be defined, previous positions may become no longer ten-
able, and participants may find themselves without a charted
course of action. The participants typically sense a false note
in the situation and come to feel awkward, flustered, and, lit-
erally, out of countenance.”**

If you have ever sat in a room as a speaker or teacher at-
tempts to force a projector to display their computer screen,
you've probably felt this. As it occurs to the unfortunate pre-
senter that the prop may never work, they realize that the
performance cannot go on, though it must. The prop was too
central; the presenter’s notes, meanwhile, too thin to support

a spontaneous presentation. The presenter feels their face
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getting warm. They wonder if they’re blushing and, if they
are, whether those in the audience have noticed. They mur-
mur something meant to deflate the tension in the room. But
the audience, silent, swats it away, unsure of what to do to sal-
vage the situation and increasingly annoyed that the speaker
has put them in this position. No one knows what will hap-
pen next.

Embarrassment threatens the identity that perform-
ers claim for themselves. But it does more than that.
Embarrassment, like other emotions, is contagious.**
Another’s poor performance can feel like it also belongs to
the audience. Audience members might blush on behalf of
the performer. They may want to look away, cover their eyes,
or flee. Or they may sense that they can no longer passively
watch the main actor. Rather, they need to improvise and
help the struggling actor salvage their performance.>® If a
professor so badly flubs their performance that they no lon-
ger appear up to that role, then students, too, are corrupted.
After all, the performative role of the student is predicated on
the professor competently performing their role. Acute em-
barrassment, then, can undo an entire situation. The facade
of social life—shared expectations and scripted roles that are
easy to perform—comes down. In its place, embarrassment

or worse, a disorienting unease, moves in.2”
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Denial as Antidote: On the Management
of Embarrassment

Both actors and their audiences, then, have a stake in manag-
ing disruptions to performances. And both have strategies to
do this. Goffman referred to these strategies, which are both
verbal and nonverbal, as face work. Face work, according to
Goffman, has two functions. We use face work to defend
ourselves from embarrassment (defensive face work) and to
protect others from it (protective face work). Importantly,
the line between defensive and protective face work is porous.
If embarrassment is contagious, then our protection of others
often involves efforts to inoculate ourselves from “catching”
their embarrassment, so to speak.

Goffman’s primary interest was in social interaction, not
denial. But, in my view, the face-work strategies that he first
described are indeed the elementary forms of denial. Face-
work strategies allow people to (pretend to) overlook or
minimize potentially embarrassing disruptions in everyday
interactions with others. When deployed effectively, face-
work strategies allow people to either keep embarrassment
in the background of social life or minimize it when it steps
into the foreground. In this way, such uses of denial do two
laudable things at once. They prevent minor blunders from
ruining people’s social identities. And they allow people to
preserve smooth social interactions in the face of disruptions.

Sociologists working in Goffman’s intellectual wake have
shown how both defensive and protective face work can be

used to keep embarrassing behavior and mistakes in the
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background of social interactions. They’ve also revealed how
face-work strategies can be used to minimize those mis-
takes when they intrude into social life. The former are in-
teractional strategies of attention management. These allow
us to avoid, hide, or overlook embarrassment, preventing it
from entering collective attention in the first place. The lat-
ter are behavioral and communicative strategies to minimize
information. These allow the embarrassing event into the
foreground of social life, but they reframe and, so, weaken it.
Both strategies can be used defensively, to save oneself from

embarrassment, or protectively, to bail out others.

Attention-Management Strategies: Avoiding, Hiding,
and Overlooking Embarrassment

A preemptive way to defend against embarrassment is to use
avoidance, dodging situations in which it’s likely to occur.*®
For instance, students who expect to receive a poor grade on
an exam might decide not to attend the class when graded
exams are returned, avoiding face-to-face encounters with
other students. Those brave enough to attend class and
receive their exams may immediately use hiding techniques,
stuffing tests into bags overflowing with papers. This allows
students who have bombed an exam to feign ignorance of
their grades and pretend it is forever lost if another student
asks them how they did.?® Similarly, consumer research sug-
gests that customers at grocery stores bury purchases that
they feel are embarrassing, such as condoms, in carts filled

with other goods.*°
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Brown bagging, the act of publicly drinking liquor from a
paper bag, is another common form of hiding. Unlike the bag,
the act itself is transparent. Everyone knows what drinking
from a container in a paper bag means. Still, “brown-baggin’
your beer allows cops”—and other pedestrians, passersby,
and public transit riders, too—“to ignore you and pretend
that there could be anything in that paper bag.”*! But brown
bagging is not just for drinkers. In the early 1970s, David
Karp, a sociologist at Boston College, described brown bags
as “shields” for men who made purchases at pornographic
bookstores.>> Even bingo players brown bag. Despite the
game’s association with churches and wholesome retirees,
bingo is, technically, a form of gambling, and many players
prefer to keep their bingo habits to themselves. Kim M. King,
a sociologist who studied face-work strategies among bingo
players, describes one player hiding her seemingly harm-
less chips and stamps in brown paper bags. “I don’t want my
neighbors to know that I play bingo,” this player told King.
“It’s not something to brag about.”*

Typically, hiding and avoidance techniques are defensive
forms of face work. But, to do their defensive work, they re-
quire a tactful audience and so involve protective forms as
well.>* For the student who bombed their test to successfully
“hide” it, classmates must play along that the exam is indeed
lost. Cashiers must not linger on the mildly embarrassing
item as they scan it. And others must not inquire too much
of the brown bagger.

Today, technology helps our efforts to avoid or hide from

potentially embarrassing situations, dodging the risks of
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living life among others in real time.** Learning-management
systems, such as Canvas or Blackboard, deliver grades to stu-
dents impersonally. Self-checkouts at grocery stores allow
customers to avoid potentially embarrassing interactions
with cashiers. But why even leave one’s home to shop? Nearly
every consumer product, no matter how mortifying, can be
purchased from an online retailer. These purchases, in turn,
are dropped on empty doorsteps in smiling brown boxes that
advertise the retailer, not the wares within. Even still, tech-
nology users, particularly those of social media, find ways to
discredit themselves. They may desperately “hide” their of-
fense by deleting a social media post, only to find that the
web remembers all.

Stalling is a related face-work strategy. Like avoidance,
stalling is used by public performers who anticipate embar-
rassment. However, stalling is used when the performer must,
in fact, perform. By stalling, we wait out embarrassment by
filling the time in which it might appear onstage with us. For
instance, performers who realize that they don’t know their
next line often use verbal ploys to stall until they can will it
into existence. Freestyle rappers use “canned resources” of
set lines and rhymes to buy time when their next line resists
them.*® Public speakers do something similar. “Have some
ready transitions to use in any presentation,” Forbes advises.*’
Unskilled ones, however, might find stalling does little to sal-
vage their performances, as too many “umms,” “uhhs,” and
false starts overwhelm even a generous audience.

If we cannot wait out embarrassment, we may try redirec-

tion, shifting attention away from our mortification, hiding
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it, so to speak, in plain sight. In conversations, we change
the subject, leaving potentially embarrassing topics behind.
Savvy audiences, meanwhile, may use protective forms of
redirection to support others. When a freestyle rapper finds
himself stalling for too long, his words falling off and his
filler failing too, another rapper may interrupt, offering the
next line, and drawing attention to herself.*® Teachers often
do this for students who seem to have lost the meaning of
their words during a classroom discussion. In these cases,
we’ll gently interrupt students, restate their points, tether
their points to class themes, and move the discussion along.
All the while, the class’s attention snaps from the floundering
student to the teacher in the front of the room. I regularly use
this strategy when a guest speaker’s technology fails in my
classroom. Stepping to the front of a room, I'll say to my stu-
dents, “As we allow Professor So-and-So to set up their slides,
I want to talk about this week’s assignments.” Behind me, in
the sort of back stage I've created through redirection, the
guest presenter’s body sheds its stress. My students, mean-
while, interact with me, rather than staring, stone-faced, at
a professor failing in their effort at using basic technology.
Performers can also use poise to mask embarrassing or
discrediting behavior, controlling or hiding those “parts” of
their front that might give away their inner feelings. Public
speakers, for instance, hide their trembling hands behind a
podium until the nerves pass. They’ll likely avoid displaying
them, too, by, say, picking up a glass of water, which would
surely exaggerate and also reveal the shaking.** (My first

experiences teaching were like this. I could hardly stand to
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drink my coffee, my hands were trembling so much with anx-
iety.) Goffman knew this well, telling Sherri Cavan, a grad
student of his in the 1960s, not to smoke during an oral exam
because, “when you go to light your cigarette, your hands are
going to shake, and then everyone will know how nervous
you are.”*® Goffman, in his typical (and naively?) tactless
way, gave the advice right before Cavan was to take the exam,
ensuring maximum anxiety.

Poise, as a form of defensive face work, implies its protec-
tive twin: tactful obliviousness.*' Goffman describes this as
a “studied nonobservance” to the source of embarrassment.**
Remaining tactfully oblivious, we appear as if we have not
noticed an obviously noticeable, embarrassing thing about or
committed by another person. We keep on a face that shows
no recognition of the blunder. Perhaps we maintain eye con-
tact, sometimes an unnatural amount, to avoid having our
eyes roam over the trouble. Conversationally, we stay on
topic, never allowing our words to wander over to the mis-
take. But should we decide to intervene, even our efforts at
helping are tactful. To avoid drawing unnecessary attention
to the source of embarrassment, we often let others’ obvious

mistakes stand until, in private, we can correct them.

Reframing Embarrassment: Alibis, Humor, and

Demonstrative Displays

If we can’t avoid, hide from, or wait out embarrassment,
we can try to reframe it. We admit, at least implicitly, that

the troubling event occurred. We just deny its nature,
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transforming it into something that doesn’t threaten us:
normal behavior, comedy, or an opportunity to correct
oneself.

To reframe potentially discrediting behavior, we may de-
velop an alibi, using behaviors and alternative accounts to
explain away our actions. Using an alibi, people try to re-
frame a potentially damaging event as something benign.
Linguistically, one offers a credible, alternative explanation
for one’s behavior. For instance, a student, suffering from a
hangover, tells his professor he has a migraine or stomach
bug, which is, frankly, true enough.

Our audiences can also protectively provide us an alibi,
downplaying our blunders and reframing them as minor mis-
takes that might happen to anyone. This is typical of student
responses to the breaching exercise I use on the first day of
my denial course. Students who inform me of my faux pas try
to protect me from embarrassment even as they draw atten-
tion to my mistake. One year, a student (correctly) imputed
knowledge and motive to my inside-out sweater, drawing at-
tention to it in front of the class while also asking if I did it as
a class exercise. This student provided me an alibi. Had I not
intended my shirt to be inside-out, I could pretend that T had,
transforming my unadorned shame into an appropriate class
topic by invoking the student’s alibi of the “class exercise.” I
suspect, too, that the student was engaging in a bit of defen-
sive face work for themselves. After all, it’s generally taboo
to comment on the appearance of other people, particularly
authority figures, in the middle of public performances. This

student framed their comments as appropriate classroom
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conversation, making them less about my appearance and
more about the pedagogical purpose of it.

Anticipating the need to account for ourselves, we can
also build alibis into our behavior. Doing so, we transform
behavior that threatens our identity into “acceptable” or nor-
mal behavior. For instance, a visitor to Colorado, curious
about but still uncomfortable with marijuana, might seem to
enter a pot shop at random, but only after window shopping
through a full block of stores hawking hats, t-shirts, and pot,
too.*> Here, the tourist, if called to account for their visit to
the shop or let alone a purchase, can claim benign consumer
curiosity and deflect from their interest in the not-yet-fully-
destigmatized drug.

Humor, though, may be the most powerful way to reframe
and thereby downplay mistakes and blunders. You've prob-
ably seen it: the sly smile and chuckle given by the pedestrian
who stumbles while crossing an intersection or wipes out,
feet over head, on a patch of ice.** Punch lines may follow.
“Gravity still works,” one may announce. Or “I meant to do
that. Want to see me do it again?”** Those who experience
particularly powerful embarrassments—having a chair break
under one’s weight, for instance—might lose themselves and
their audiences in laughter, allowing that visceral response,
rather than the more threatening embarrassment, to go viral.
Itis as if we are in on the gag, as if we have planned this bit of
physical comedy the whole time. Our mistakes, we convey,
should not be taken seriously.*

It’s a robust thing, humor. Spencer Cahill, whose work on

social interaction extended Goffman’s, documented people’s
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use of humor in a number of potentially distressing or em-
barrassing situations. Writing with a team of undergraduates
who had studied public restroom behavior, Cahill notes that
people use humor to manage the embarrassing smells they
leave in bathrooms. “Something died in there,” one restroom
user says to another, the former having, in Cahill’s careful
words, “filled the bathroom with a strong fecal odor.”*’

In another study, Cahill and Robin Eggleston examine
the emotional work of wheelchair users who often confront
and then need to manage difficult social encounters with
strangers. When the built environment, their bodies, or their
chairs do not cooperate, wheelchair users sometimes fend off
embarrassment, as well as others’ anxieties, by transform-
ing distressing situations into comedy. Eggleston, herself a

wheelchair user, describes one such situation:

I wheeled up to the entrance to a dressing room while my
friend held a number of garments. I forgot to set the brakes
on my chair, so when I started to raise myself up with my
crutches the chair went rolling backwards while I went fall-
ing forward onto the floor. My friend stood there with this
look of alarm until I started laughing. The two of us started
laughing, and then a saleswoman came rushing over: “My
goodness, are you all right?” I answered “Yes, I'm fine” while
still laughing. Her facial expression went from alarm to un-

concern in a flash, once she realized we were laughing.*®

For humor to do its face work, we need our audiences to

protectively play (or laugh) along with us. If they respond
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with silence, then humor will have failed to do its corrective
work. In such cases, embarrassment is doubled. The original
embarrassment stands, but now, too, we experience an awk-
ward discomfort for our failed comedy routine. One wheel-
chair user recounted to Cahill and Eggleston her experience

in a mall restroom:

There was a whole line of people waiting to get into these two
stalls. It was packed. And I'm trying to back up and not doing
avery good job of it and having to start over again, bumping
into the washbasin. I finally get myself around, with all these
people obviously watching me. There was dead silence. So I
finally got myself out, and Ilooked up at all these people and
I went “Now, I would like a big round of applause, please.”
Nobody did anything. It was like you can’t make a joke about
this stuff. I thought “Give me a break.”*’

A person can also use humor to protect another’s self-
image, even as the former knowingly risks embarrassing
the latter. David A. Snow, Cherylon Robinson, and Patricia
McCall’s 1991 ethnography of singles bars shows how women
use protective face work to simultaneously reject heterosex-
ual men’s advances while avoiding embarrassing those men.
If, as Goffman suggests, an embarrassed person may lash out,
this risk is particularly acute, severe, and real for women in
their encounters with heterosexual men.*® And, so, a woman
may try to reverse the flow of shame, using self-deprecating
humor to reject a man, while leaving that man feeling unre-

jected and his sense of his masculine selfintact.®!
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If humor signals that we're “in on the joke” of ours or oth-
ers’ embarrassment, disciplinary displays allow us to signal
that we’re “in on the norms” that our behavior violated.>
Disciplinary displays convey that we’re aware of our mis-
takes. Others, then, need not correct or sanction us. By sig-
naling awareness, we seem to side with our audience against
ourselves. Cahill puts this well, writing, “offending individu-
als metaphorically split themselves in two: a sacred self that
assigns blame and a blameworthy . .. self. Because the offend-
ing individual assigns blame, moreover, there is no need for
others to do s0.”*?

Using disciplinary displays, we flirt with embarrassment.
Doing so, we may briefly sacrifice our role in a situation. But
we do so with a purpose. Following the sacrifice comes an act
of redemption. Condemning ourselves, we demonstrate that
we are “disturbed by the fact” of our failure, as Goffman puts
it, and, so, “may prove worthy at another time.”>* A speaker
who stumbles on a word exaggerates the mistake, haltingly
spitting the sentence that follows. Those who stumble cast
blame by peering down at their feet. Those who walk into
a bathroom labeled for the “wrong” gender may shake their
heads and mumble a condemnation to themselves as they
walk out, letting others know that they, too, realize some-
thing is wrong. After using a stall and leaving, again, that
“strong fecal odor,” a person may “facially display disgust.”*

People may also use disciplinary displays when they sense
that others view them as the lead actors, responsible for the
behavior of supporting actors: parents for children, dog own-

ers for their pets, and adult children for their elderly parents,
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for example. Used on behalf of another, disciplinary displays,
such as instructing a child that “it’s not polite to stare” or
compelling a dog to sit after it has lunged at a passerby, do sev-
eral things at once.*® They may socialize the supporting actor
(the child or the pet), helping this actor become a competent
social performer. But like disciplinary displays more gener-
ally, they do defensive face work for the lead actors, allowing
them to signal to aggrieved others that they, indeed, respect
the rules of social interaction.’” And though disciplinary dis-
plays draw attention to the shortcomings of the supporting
actor, these tactics offer a bit of protective face work. Using
a disciplinary display, the leading actor downplays the sup-
porting actor’s behavior. The display does so by suggesting to
the audience that the supporting actor is redeemable; their
shortcomings are not inherent, but rather a developmental

stage to be corrected with additional socialization.

Denial, when it takes the form of face work, can be a balm,
soothing social interactions inflamed by blunders, stumbles,
and other embarrassing mistakes. In this way, these everyday
uses of denial are a special case. Their pro-social effects allow
us to pretend that minor disruptions to social life didn’t hap-
pen or aren’t, in fact, disruptions at all. It allows us and our
social life to survive. We can pretend that struggling perform-
ers are competent, allowing them to become competent again
and permitting us to set the nearly ruined situation right.
But everyday denial has a shadow side. We are uneasy

around situations that threaten to embarrass us. We are also
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just a bit too capable of feigning that we haven’t noticed genu-
ine emergencies. Together, these allow us to withdraw from
the suffering of others. And they can promote the appearance

of apathy, an apathy often thought endemic to contemporary
urban life: that of the bystander.
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HOW TO BE A BYSTANDER

Ignoring Public Problems

IF not for a predawn encounter between strangers,
Friday, March 13, 1964, might have remained a bit
player in the collective drama of 1960s America. The front
page of the next day’s New York Times reports but minor
developments in major histories: a change in US strategy
toward North Vietnam, maneuvers by Senate Democrats
to advance civil rights legislation, and the beginning of
the end of the trial of Jack Ruby, the assassin of John F.
Kennedy’s assassin.

Deeper in the day’s paper, one finds a record of that pre-
dawn encounter. Still, that article is easily overlooked. Its
neighbors on the paper’s twenty-sixth page, a hodgepodge of
religious announcements, overwhelm the brief story. Their
larger, noisier headlines loom over these words: “Queens
Woman Is Stabbed to Death in Front of Home.” The article’s
opening sentences only hint at the story’s eventual legacy:
“A 28-year-old Queens woman was stabbed to death early
yesterday morning outside her apartment in Kew Gardens.
Neighbors who were awakened by her screams found the

woman, Miss Catherine Genovese of 82—70 Austin Street,

42
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shortly after 3 am in front of a building three doors from her
home.”

Catherine Genovese, better known to history as Kitty
Genovese, closed Ev’s 11th Hour, a Queens bar where she
worked, a little earlier than usual in the early morning that
Friday, owing to a lack of customers. As Genovese got into
her car, Winston Moseley, who was stalking Queens for a po-
tential victim, spotted her. In his own car, Moseley followed
Genovese to her neighborhood, Kew Gardens. There, he at-
tacked her. There, in the stairwell of an apartment not far
from her own home, he killed her.?

As is apparent from the New York Times’ initial cover-
age, the paper and its metro editor, A. M. Rosenthal, were
unmoved by Genovese’s death. Later in the year, Rosenthal
would publish a brief book on the murder. Even then, with an
opportunity to account for the blasé coverage of Genovese’s
death, Rosenthal was unapologetic: “I have no recollection
whatever of that four-paragraph story being assigned or writ-
ten. Early in the job I had come to the delightful rationaliza-
tion that I could not occupy myself with every little story that

came in during the course of the day.”® He continues,

The truth also is that if Miss Genovese had been killed on
Park Avenue or Madison Avenue an assistant would have
called the story to my attention, I would have assigned a
top man, and quite possibly we would have had a front-page
story the next morning. ... I can find no philosophical ex-
cuse for giving the murder of a middle-class Queens woman

less attention than the murder of a Park Avenue broker but
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journalistically no apologies are offered—news is not philos-
ophy or theology but what certain human beings, reporters
and editors, know will have meaning and interest to other

human beings, readers.*

It would take two more weeks for Catherine Genovese
to become history’s Kitty Genovese. And that would take
the story coming to matter to Rosenthal. On March 23,
Rosenthal had dinner with Michael Joseph Murphy, then
the police commissioner of New York City. During the meal,
Rosenthal asked the commissioner about Moseley, who,
after his arrest for the Genovese murder, had confessed to
two other murders. It was a fraught question, and Rosenthal
must have known that. The New York Police Department
(NYPD) had already made an arrest for one of those other
murders and extracted a confession, apparently false, from
the suspect.

Instead of admitting that the NYPD coerced a false con-
fession from the wrong person, Murphy used redirection,
changing the topic to the apparent bystanders to Genovese’s
murder. “That Queens story is something else,” Murphy
told Rosenthal. “Remember, we talk about apathy, public
apathy toward law enforcement? Brother, that Queens story
is one for the books.”® Murphy then told Rosenthal that
thirty-eight people had witnessed Genovese’s attack and
yet hadn’t called police. Rosenthal recounts: “I experienced
then that most familiar of newspapermen’s reaction—
vicarious shock . . . the realization that what you are see-

ing or hearing will startle a reader.”® Murphy’s redirection,
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in other words, had its intended effect. Rather than pursu-
ing an investigation of the NYPD’s interrogation practices,
Rosenthal pursued a story about citizens” apathy toward
law enforcement. (Lost on Rosenthal was this: Public apa-
thy toward the NYPD might be, at least partially, explained
by the fact that the city’s police were extracting false con-
fessions to murder, allowing the perpetrator to remain free
and kill again.)

On Friday, March 27, the Times featured a new account of
the attack, written by Marty Gansberg, on its front page. This
time, the headline blares “37 Who Saw Murder Didn’t Call
the Police.”” A large photograph of Kew Gardens, taken from
above, dramatizes the attack. Locations where Genovese first
noticed Moseley and where he subsequently attacked her are
numbered, one through four. The image powerfully illus-
trates just how close Genovese was to help that never came.
The attacks took place right outside an apartment complex,
thickly settled, as evidenced by the full parking lot outside
of it. And the article opens with these seemingly definitive

sentences:

For more than half an hour 38 respectable, law-abiding citi-
zens in Queens watched a killer stalk and stab a woman in
three separate attacks in Kew Gardens. Twice the sound of
their voices and the sudden glow of their bedroom lights
interrupted him and frightened him off. Each time he re-
turned, sought her out and stabbed her again. Not one per-
son telephoned the police during the assault; one witness

called after the woman was dead.?
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Thus began the story of a now-familiar figure: the apa-
thetic, urban bystander. Today, nearly sixty years later, this
figure remains with us. It reminds us of what can happen
when we use our facility in feigning ignorance not to protect
another from some minor embarrassment, but to close our-
selves to others, to deny both their calls for aid and our re-

sponsibility for providing it.

The Pathologies of the Urbanite

People use tactful obliviousness to protect others from
embarrassment. They have, as described in chapter 1, their
motives: they hope to avoid the contagion of embarrassment.
And they have their interactional strategies of denial. Passive
bystanders, too, have their motives and their strategies for
remaining uninvolved in others’ troubles. Soon after his din-
ner with Murphy, Rosenthal sought those motives, tasking
another reporter, Charles Mohr, with speaking with New
York-area social scientists about urban apathy. Rosenthal
remembers the article for the little it offered: “I am fascinated,
now, by the threads that ran through the ‘reaction’ from our
professional sources. . .. The reaction of almost every one of
these social physicians was to admit total failure on their part
to understand, or to look for a comforting bit of jargon, or to
reach out for a target.”

In fact, for decades, social scientists had prefigured the ap-
athetic bystander in their commentary on urban life. At the
start of the twentieth century, Georg Simmel, a German soci-

ologist, offered an influential analysis of contemporary cities,
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in which he described the “mental attitude” of urban dwellers
as one of “reserve.” By this, Simmel meant that urban dwell-
ers display a mixture of withdrawal and worried caution to-
ward others. He reasoned that, because of the size and scale
of cities, our contacts with others are brief and usually forget-
table. “We do not know by sight neighbours of years,” Simmel
noted. And so we remain strangers.'® Then he pushed deeper
into the psyche of the urban dweller. “The inner side of this
external reserve is not only indifference,” he concludes, “but
more frequently than we believe, it is a slight aversion, a mu-
tual strangeness and repulsion.”"!

Sixty years later, Howard Becker reached a similar con-
clusion.'” Borrowing Simmel’s notion of reserve, Becker
describes the city dweller as one who “minds his own busi-
ness and does nothing about rule infractions” and crime."?
Beyond the sheer quantity of interactions in a city, Becker
identified two other factors that contribute to urban reserve.
One is urban dwellers’ attitudes toward the policing, in the
broadest sense, of public life. Becker contended that urban
dwellers believe that it isn’t their responsibility for interven-
ing in the emergencies of their cities. That’s the job of police,
EMTs, and firefighters—those trained to intervene. And we
tend to believe that more enduring problems, the kinds that
smolder for years, are the purview of social workers, mental
health professionals, policymakers, nonprofits, charities, and
citizen-volunteers.'*

Becker also argued that urban dwellers are less likely to
share beliefs, values, and norms than are people who live in

smaller, more homogeneous communities. This diversity,
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many sociologists of the first half of the twentieth century be-
lieved, undercut social norms and their enforcement.'® City
dwellers often do not share expectations of how others will
act or, even, what others consider normal or appropriate.*
It follows that a would-be helper can’t be sure that others,
even those involved in an apparent emergency, need, want,
or would welcome help.

Becker’s writing on urban life appeared in his classic work
on deviance, Outsiders. The book was first published in 1963,
the year before Genovese’s murder. Amid his broad, socio-
logical discussion of reserve is an even more prescient de-
scription of the bystander. Becker, ofthand and, of course,
unaware of what the next year would bring, writes, “Several
years ago, a national magazine published a series of pictures
illustrating urban reserve. A man lay unconscious on a busy
city street. Picture after picture showed pedestrians either ig-
noring his existence or noticing him and then turning aside
to go about their business.”"’

Reserved urbanites have reason to remain reserved. They
also have their strategies for remaining reserved. As usual,
Erving Goftman, sociology’s great observer of everyday be-
havior, aptly described how people pull off urban reserve. In
urban settings, interactions among strangers are marked by
what Goffman referred to as civil inattention. Passing strang-
ers give each other brieflooks to affirm one’s respect for the
other’s existence. But this visual attention is quickly broken,
the passing strangers signaling that no further interaction is
needed or desired.'® Civil inattention gives the impression

of urban callousness, if not apathy. Strangers seem to barely
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register each other’s presence. But civil inattention is a cen-
tral and probably necessary ritual of public life in densely
populated areas. Giving and then withdrawing an unobtru-
sive, brief glance, one passerby affirms the existence of the
other, as well as the other’s right to be left alone.

When civil inattention turns into what Goffman called
non-person treatment, it becomes an uneasy denial of oth-
ers and their requests for help. When we use non-person
treatment, we withdraw visual recognition of the humanity
of the other. Like tactful obliviousness, non-person treat-
ment involves the studious appearance of not having noticed
something we indeed noticed. But unlike tactful oblivious-
ness, non-person treatment does not function to protect an-
other from embarrassment. Rather, non-person treatment
allows its users to erase others from social settings. The user
of non-person treatment transforms the other into part of the
physical landscape of public life, “as objects not worthy of a
glance,” rather than as a human whose presence might re-
quire something of them.'® For instance, housed residents of
and visitors to cities often use non-person treatment to erase
unhoused people.*® In this, the use of non-person treatment
supports everyday denial of an obvious, widespread, and en-

during social problem.

The “Discovery” of the Urban Bystander

Even before Rosenthal sent his reporters to investigate the
“thirty-eight witnesses,” social scientists had described and

explained urban apathy. But it’s undeniable that Genovese’s
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murder was a tipping point in social scientific research of
bystander behavior. This turn of attention to the bystander
is its own lesson in denial. Research typically lags behind
public attention to problems, and the public usually doesn’t
recognize latent problems as they stew.”! We're often caught
off guard when an enduring problem takes the form of a hor-
ror story, a singular, often violent, and just as often extreme
form of the “worst of the worst” of a problem.>?

Genovese’s murder and the “thirty-eight witnesses” pro-
vided Rosenthal with just such a horror story. The story af-
firmed what many already believed: urban dwellers are
apathetic, callous, and desensitized to the suffering of others.
Recall, after all, Murphy’s preface to his story to Rosenthal:
“Remember, we talk about apathy, public apathy ....” But the
story of “thirty-eight witnesses” focused and amplified this
assumption, transforming it into a tragic fact. Apathy now
burned with the quantifiable intensity of the thirty-eight
who did nothing. No matter that reporting, decades later,
would reveal that the “thirty-eight” contained a mixture of
fact and fiction. There was no definitive list of the witnesses.
None of those who witnessed the attack had voyeuristically
watched Moseley stalk and kill Genovese. Most of those who
could see the attack had limited, obscured, and brief views
of an ambiguous confrontation in the street. But most could
only hear the attack and didn’t know what the sounds, deep
in the night, meant. And some witnesses did intervene. One
yelled at Moseley to leave Genovese alone, briefly interrupt-
ing the assault. Others, in fact, called the police or at least
tried to. One—Sophia Farrar, a neighbor and friend of
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Genovese—came to Genovese’s aid when learning of the at-
tack, comforting her until an ambulance arrived.>®

Better, then, to think of the thirty-eight witnesses as a par-
able of the contemporary bystander, not as a factual repre-
sentation of it, according to psychologists Rachel Manning,
Mark Levine, and Alan Collins.>* It is a story, albeit one
with a tragic and too real core, that gestures toward mean-
ing. After the New York Times published their parable of
the thirty-eight witnesses, social psychologists pursued the
moral of the story. What they discovered was the bystander
effect, a robust principle of human behavior: people in groups
are less likely to help others than are those who are alone.

Two New York City social psychologists were at the van-
guard of research into bystander behavior. In the late 1960s,
Bibb Latané and John M. Darley, then at Columbia University
and New York University (NYU), respectively, ran a series of
experiments that revealed people’s unwillingness to inter-
vene in emergencies, particularly when the would-be helper
isin the presence of others. Latané and Darley’s experiments
involved nearly 5,000 subjects. Many were unsuspecting col-
lege students, left in rooms while all sorts of simulated disas-
ters befall them and others: fires, thefts, falls, and seizures.
Other experiments involved strangers in New York City, who
were asked to give small amounts of money, time, or informa-
tion to strangers or to report “thefts” of beer to liquor-store
employees.

In 1970, Latané and Darley reported on their experiments
in a brief book, The Unresponsive Bystander: Why Doesn’t He
Help? In it, they challenge the prevailing wisdom that urban
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bystanders are apathetic to those whom they encounter.
Rather, they show that people, when alone, will often help
and usually fairly quickly. It’s when others enter the scene
that the potential helper, the proverbial Good Samaritan,
becomes the urban bystander. Bystanders are immobilized
not by callous indifference or the repulsion that Simmel sus-
pected they harbor. Rather, basic interactional processes
freeze them.

Latané and Darley’s explanation of bystander behavior
begins with the obvious. Before potential helpers can decide
whether to act or not in an emergency, they need to notice the
incident. But noticing isn’t so simple. In a busy setting, one’s
attention necessarily focuses on what one deems pertinent.
Much of the surrounding environment doesn’t satisfy that
standard and is filtered out.>® But there are also strategies to
intentionally narrow one’s attention. Bystanders to an emer-
gency may use non-person treatment of others, withdrawing
attention from troubling situations before consciously notic-
ing or, at least, having to admit to themselves or others that
they noticed something wrong. This, in turn, keeps bystand-
ers from having to make a decision about intervening in the
first place. One of Latané and Darley’s experiments, in which
students were placed in aroom with a confederate who “stole”
cash from the experimenters, suggests this. (Confederates,
which I'll reference in my discussions of several experiments,
are people involved in experiments who pretend to be re-
search subjects. In reality, theyre collaborating with the ex-
perimenter, who is testing how research subjects respond to

the behavior of the confederates.) Those who did not report
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the theft were asked why they hadn’t. Many simply said that
they hadn’t noticed it, despite, Latané and Darley write, the
“obviousness of the theft and the lack of other things to dis-
tract their attention.”>¢

Noticing an emergency is only the start. If a person is to
intervene in a situation, they need to assess it as an actual
emergency that requires their action. In a crowd, confronting
a potential emergency, people look around to see how oth-
ers define the situation. With Goffman, we might expect that
those witnessing an emergency will use tactful oblivious-
ness, maintaining an appearance of not having noticed the
distressing event. Bystanders might do so for two reasons.
They might believe that, by feigning obliviousness, they are
protecting those involved in the emergency from embarrass-
ment. But they may also do so to defend themselves from ap-
pearing deeply involved in an unpredictable, and potentially
dangerous, social encounter. As tactful obliviousness washes
over faces in a crowd, it drains the situation of urgency. The
potential helper, looking around at faces that show little con-
cern, assumes that no concern is warranted.

Latané and Darley refer to this process as pluralistic ig-
norance.”’ To illustrate it, they ran an experiment in which
research subjects (Columbia University undergraduates)
waited in a room, allegedly to participate in an interview
about urban experiences. As they waited, the room slowly
filled with smoke. In one version of the experiment, the sub-
ject sat alone. In another, the subject sat with two confeder-
ates, students who were also part of the research team. The

confederates sat, passively and indifferently, as the room
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filled with smoke. When alone, the subjects left the waiting
room to report the “emergency” 75 percent of the time. When
waiting amid the indifferent actors, the report rate dropped
to just 10 percent. The presence of other bystanders, uncon-
cerned by the smoke, was sufficient to dull the “emergency.”

Why should the presence of others matter? Again, it seems
to come down to our fear of humiliation. Pluralistic ignorance
promotes what Latané and Darley refer to as audience inhibi-
tion. If others seem to define the situation to be a nonemer-
gency, the potential helper becomes unsure of their appraisal
of the situation. This is especially so of ambiguous situations,
ones that don’t appear to be obvious emergencies.*® In these
cases, potential helpers worry that if they were to act, others
might judge them for misinterpreting the situation.

Others’ nonresponses to emergencies inhibit helping. So,
too, does the size of the group, or what researchers call dif-
fusion of responsibility. As the size of a group witnessing an
emergency increases, the amount of responsibility that each
witness feels decreases. Alone, facing an emergency, the
would-be Good Samaritan bears all the guilt of inaction.Ina
group, others lighten his load.”

Again, Darley and Latané simulated an emergency to illus-
trate this. This time, they recruited NYU undergraduates to
participate in an experiment allegedly about personal prob-
lems. The research subjects were placed in a room with an
intercom; they were told that they’d communicate with other
students in separate rooms through it. Subjects were further

told that only one microphone could be on at a time. Thus,
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while one student spoke, others could not communicate with
the speaker or with the others.

In one version of the experiment, the research subject was
paired with a single other “student.” This “student” was actu-
ally a recording of a student, who first admitted to suffering
from seizures and, later, seemed to experience a seizure. In
another version, the research subject believed themselves to
be in a group of three with one other potential “helper” (also
recordings of students, performing a script) and the student
stricken by a seizure. A third version increased the group size
further, with four other potential helpers and the stricken
student. Again, all were recordings of students. In version
one, research subjects believed that they were the only poten-
tial helper. In version two, they believed that they were one
of two potential helpers. And in version three, they believed
that they were one of five potential helpers. As the number of
potential helpers increased, both the rate and speed of help-
ing decreased. When subjects believed they were the only
helper, they responded, on average, within a minute to the
“seizure,” and 85 percent of those in this scenario tried to
provide help. When subjects believed they were one of two
helpers, their response time increased to about a minute and
a half, and the rate of helping dropped to 62 percent. In the
largest groups, subjects took over two and a half minutes to
respond and only 31 percent provided help.*°

From Latané and Darley’s initial experiments emerged a
fully formed literature on bystander behavior. By 2011, when

a team of psychologists in Germany, Austria, England, and
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the United States conducted a meta-analysis of this research,
there was nearly a half-century of work, involving nearly
8,000 research subjects, to consider. That work supports
Latané and Darley’s initial discovery. People in groups usu-
ally intervene less frequently and less quickly to emergencies
than do those who are alone.3! Two caveats, from the meta-
analysis, are in order. First, the ambiguity surrounding the
emergency is particularly impactful; the bystander effect
weakens as the severity and obviousness of the emergency
increases.>” Second, there is evidence that the bystander ef-
fect has weakened over time.

This latter trend is especially important. It suggests that
people are becoming more willing to intervene in emergen-
cies. We may, the authors of the meta-analysis speculate,
owe this to the notoriety of the “thirty-eight witnesses” to
Genovese’s murder and the amplification of the parable in
popular culture. One encounters lessons about bystand-
ers and, even, direct references to the murder of Genovese
in films and television shows, such as Boondock Saints, Law
& Order, Law & Order: SVU, Girls, and Black Mirror.3®> On
Wikipedia, a lengthy entry describes the bystander effect.’*
On YouTube, pages upon pages of videos describe or simu-
late the effect. Genovese’s murder and the bystander effect
are also featured in most popular psychology textbooks, and
an estimated 1.2 to 1.6 million undergraduates take introduc-
tory psychology classes in the United States each year.>* One
study, conducted in the late 1970s, foreshadowed the abat-
ing effect of familiarity with the effect itself. In it, research-

ers tested students’ behavior after the students heard either a
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lecture on bystander behavior or an unrelated topic. Students
who heard the lecture on bystander behavior were more
likely to offer help to a person in need than those who heard

the unrelated one.>®

Complicating the Urban Bystander: Cautionary Tales

Despite the enduring power of bystander research, there
are reasons to approach this work with care and caution.
Bystander research doesn’t do justice to the experiences of
members of marginalized communities and groups, who are
rarely afforded civil inattention in public or protected from
would-be “Samaritans.”

There are, for instance, the seemingly well-meaning, but
ultimately intrusive and hostile “Samaritans.” Cahill and
Eggleston found that wheelchair users often encounter this
“helper,” who offers unwanted, unnecessary, and even dis-
ruptive aid. Strangers may insist on helping a wheelchair user
fold a wheelchair and put it in the user’s car, even though the
wheelchair user alone can do it more deftly and quickly. At
the same time, some “helpers” respond rudely when wheel-
chair users rebuff offers of help, forcing wheelchair users to
endure “help” or risk a hostile social interaction.?”

Others who breach civil inattention don’t do so with the
intention of helping. In public, boys and men often harass
others—cis- and transgender girls and women; boys and
men whose self-presentations don’t conform to dominant
expectations of masculinity; and transgender boys and men.

Street harassment takes many forms, including aggressive,
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dehumanizing, and objectifying looks; sexist, homopho-
bic, and/or transphobic calls and comments; and threats of
and outright violence, including unwanted touching, grop-
ing, and other forms of sexual violence.’® Those who experi-
ence street harassment bear the burden of managing it. For
instance, Carol Brooks Gardner, in a foundational study of
women’s experiences of street harassment, describes sev-
eral strategies women use to minimize their exposure to it.
Women often avoid places where harassment has occurred in
the past or is likely to occur. They may manage their personal
fronts to limit unwanted social interactions by, for instance,
wearing dark sunglasses to close themselves to others. They
may also adopt direct, brisk, and purposeful walking styles
that limit others’ ability to approach them. And, when com-
pelled to wait with others, they may wall oft their own atten-
tion by focusing on books, magazines, and cellphones.*
Even bystander interventions have a dark side. We're used
to thinking of the unhelpful bystander as the social ill, the
problem we need to understand and fix. But there is a thin
line between the Good Samaritan who comes to the aid of a
person in need and the self-appointed and state-sanctioned
white “watchmen” and “watchwomen” of public places.
White Americans often “intervene” when they witness other
Americans barbequing, swimming, babysitting, waiting,
napping, birding, or simply existing “while black.”*® The
mundaneness of the activities that prompt actions—such as
calls to 911, demands for names and identification, verbal ha-
rassment, and physical assaults—highlights the fact that this

watchperson defines the presence of a person of color, not
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the situation itself, as the emergency. It also suggests that the
right of “being unknown” in a community, as the sociologist
Freeden Blume Oeur describes it, is racialized.” Goffman’s
civil attention, in other words, is a privilege most authenti-
cally enjoyed by white Americans and white cisgender men
at that.

Of course, these are not the types of interventions that
bystander researchers have in mind when they conduct their
experiments. Even so, bystander researchers have largely ig-
nored the effect of race and racism on bystander behavior. In
their studies, we find many references to how gender shapes
bystander interventions. Rarely do we find meaningful dis-
cussions of race. Works that do address race, such as Samuel
L. Gaertner’s studies of race, racism, and helping, are often
minimized by other scholars in the field.** Latané, writing
with Steve Nida, gave work on race and the bystander effect
a half-paragraph treatment in a 1981 review of the literature.
They punctuate that half-paragraph rather flippantly, stating
that “it is difficult to evaluate” the meaningfulness of studies
of race and bystander behavior, “since they are so rare and
since little rationale has been offered for their existence.”*

In the same article, Latané and Nida treat gender and
age at length and with seriousness. In Latané’s earlier work
with Darley, even physical attractiveness, particularly of
the female students involved in bystander research, elicits
commentary. Of the female confederates who participated
in one of their landmark studies, Latané and Darley wrote
that they were “all at least moderately attractive,” basing

this, it seems, on their own assessments of the women who
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worked for them.** Though seemingly made ofthand, Latané
and Darley’s remark suggests that they consider, or expect
that their reader considers, the attractiveness of women as
an independent variable that might explain the behavior of
bystanders. Needless to say, one finds, in their work, little
rationale for the existence of this discussion. The 2011 meta-
analysis, meanwhile, contains little more commentary on
race than did Latané’s earlier review. Only one of Gaertner’s
studies, dating to the early 1980s, is referenced in a ten-word
discussion of race.

Before addressing what is known about race and the by-
stander effect, it’s worth considering why this exclusion, this
denial of the relevance of race, exists. Part of the answer may
be in something typical to most professions, what Eviatar
Zerubavel refers to as “rules of relevance.” These rules, usu-
ally learned through advanced study and practice, separate
what practitioners in any field need to attend to from what
they may safely ignore.*® Bystander research emphasizes
that features of situations, such as the number of bystand-
ers present and the reaction of those bystanders, largely pre-
dict whether or not someone intervenes in an emergency.
“Norms,” “values,” and characteristics of personalities, all of
which get us close to bias (implicit or explicit) and racism,
are held to be inadequate to explain interventions in emer-
gencies. “Norms do not seem very useful to the scientist,”
Latané and Darley wrote, “because they are so vague, unspe-
cific, and conflicting. For the same reasons, they may be of
little use to an individual trying to decide what course of ac-

tion to take in a specific situation.”*® It’s also likely that the
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experiences of people of color remained beyond the horizon
of many white bystander researchers’ intellectual and politi-
cal imaginations.

The same year that Latané and Nida published their re-
view discounting the effects of race, Jane Allyn Piliavin,
John F. Dovidio, Gaertner, and Russell D. Clark III offered
a competing vision of bystander behavior, building a theo-
retical framework for helping, rather than passive, behavior.
Their framework emphasized the costs, to witnesses of pub-
lic emergencies, of providing or not providing help. Drawing
on a robust set of studies of helping behavior and race, they
argued that race has ambiguous effects on bystander help-
ing. But these ambiguous results are explainable. When
white bystanders face unambiguous situations—when, in
other words, the emergency is clear—they are as likely to
help a Black person in need as they are a white person. The
same holds when white bystanders know they are the only
potential helper. However, in ambiguous situations or in
large groups, white bystanders helped white people more
frequently and more quickly than they helped Black people.
Piliavin, Dovidio, Gaertner, and Clark argue that in unam-
biguous emergencies or when there are no other potential
helpers, white bystanders cannot justify nonintervention
for a person of color without admitting that racial preference
mattered. The situation provides no other intervening vari-
able, so to speak, that they can use to explain away discrimi-
natory feelings and actions. And this is a cost too great for
many potential helpers to bear. On the other hand, in am-

biguous situations or when there are other potential helpers,
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white bystanders can effectively rationalize noninterven-
tion by telling themselves that the situation wasn’t really an
emergency or that someone else would help. Apparently, the
broader social context of race indeed shapes interventions.*’

But these studies largely address helping behavior. Does
race matter to interventions when there is an apparent “per-
petrator” of “criminal” behavior or ambiguously “threat-
ening” behavior? Here, the research is less well developed.
Most bystander studies do not stage emergencies involving
ambiguous conflicts or obvious perpetrators. Emergencies
like a person falling or suffering a medical event are more
common.*® As far as I know, those bystander studies that
stage crimes involving a “perpetrator” do not meaning-
fully examine whether the race of the perpetrator matters to
interventions.*

Even so, there’s credible evidence that white Americans
are more likely to view a situation, even an ambiguous one,
as an “emergency” that demands an intervention if a person
of color is involved as an apparent “perpetrator” (in the eyes
of the white observer). Experimental research suggests that
white research subjects are more likely to interpret the am-
biguous behavior of a Black person to be violent than they are
the similar behavior of a white person. Experimental studies
have further found that white research subjects are also more
likely to misperceive common tools as guns when those tools
are proximate to a Black person than when they are near a
white person. And in a video-game simulation of the decision
to shoot or not shoot potential “target” individuals, white re-

search participants “shot” armed Black people more quickly
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than they “shot” armed white people. They also mistakenly
“shot” unarmed Black people more often than they did un-
armed white people.*°

These studies suggest that many white Americans associ-
ate people of color, especially Black Americans, with aggres-
sion, violence, and crime. This association is often implicit.
Even so, it leads us to expect that some white Americans will
be more likely to view ambiguous situations as emergencies
when they believe a Black person is an antagonist in those
situations. It would follow, then, that theyre also more likely
to intervene—directly themselves or indirectly, by alerting
others to the “threat”—in situations in which they view a per-
son of color as an “antagonist” or “perpetrator.” There’s cred-
ible evidence of this as well. Victimization studies find that
crimes involving perpetrators of color are reported at higher
rates to police than are crimes involving white perpetrators.>!

And, of course, there is the long history of violence, some-
times perpetrated by groups of white Americans, other times
by the lone bystander, against people of color.>* Twenty years
after Genovese’s murder gave bystander researchers their vi-
olent origin story, New York City offered another tragic and
too real parable of the violence of anonymous strangers. On
December 22,1984, Bernhard Goetz, a white New Yorker, shot
four Black teenagers on a crowded New York City subway. No
passive bystander, Goetz claimed he thought the teenagers
were going to mug him, after one of the four asked him for
money and, according to Goetz, the four surrounded him.

Unlike Genovese’s murder, the New York Times immedi-

ately featured the shooting on their front page. It appeared
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there through much of December. And the paper would re-
turn the story to prominence in early 1985, after Goetz sur-
rendered to police, and throughout the spring and summer of
1987, during Goetz’s trial and sentencing. On talk radio and
in op-eds, commentators alternatively described Goetz as a
hero, an unjustified vigilante, or, in a resigned mood, a New
Yorker doing his best to survive in a subway system overrun
by crime.® Despite its prominence, we find no social psycho-
logical research paradigm forged from the shooting, little ef-
fort to understand how the typically reserved subway rider
could, in the brief time Goetz was on the train, assess a situ-

ation as an emergency requiring a nearly lethal intervention.

The passive bystander contains multitudes. It is made, at
least partly, of the urban legends surrounding the tragic
murder of Genovese. But its figure is cut from a cloth that
excludes so much—to be left alone in public spaces is a right,
but one that is most fully the privilege of the white men who
tirst described this bystander.

And yet there’s a social psychological truth at the bystand-
er’s core: the presence of others exerts a pressure on people
not to intervene in genuine emergencies. But even this by-
stander is more complex than it at first appeared. It is not the
apathetic or callous bystander that so concerned Rosenthal.
Rather, this figure is frozen by fear and sometimes a meager
fear at that, of embarrassment. This bystander is also immo-
bilized by the uncertainty that the situation is not, in fact, an

emergency. And it is frozen, too, by denial of responsibility,
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a belief that someone else will, or should, or is better able to
help. These worries, not apathy, render us passive.

But this only explains unresponsive bystanders; it does not
absolve them. Questioned about their inaction, as Genovese’s
neighbors were by the Times, bystanders offer their own ex-
planations: “We thought it was a lover’s quarrel”; “Frankly,
we were afraid”; “I was tired . .. I went back to bed.”>*

Here, then, is denial’s next move.

When others refuse to ignore a transgression, when they
call the transgressor to account for it, the transgressor turns
to the alchemy oflanguage. Here are the disclaimers, excuses,
and justifications, the turns with words that transform the

seemingly undeniable into something others may abide.
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Explaining Away Problems

THERE are times when we can no longer keep dis-
crediting information in the background of social
life. Perhaps the attention-management strategies of denial,
which allow us to pretend that we haven’t noticed others” mis-
takes, fail. Perhaps others refuse to use those strategies on
our behalf, bringing our mistakes, blunders, or bad behavior
into the foreground of social life. In these moments, denial
undergoes a metamorphosis. Now, the denier uses language
itself to try to transform problematic speech or actions into
harmless, acceptable behavior.

For instance, in my decade or so of teaching, I've received
emails—emails upon emails, then more emails still—from
students who've missed classes. In these messages, students
offer many explanations for their absences. They cite forces
outside their control: car troubles, contagious or debilitating
illnesses, injuries, and family emergencies. They cite nonne-
gotiable commitments: medical appointments, interviews for
jobs, and funerals.

When they write these emails to me, students rely on what

T’ll call the rhetoric of denial. Think of the rhetoric of denial

66
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as verbal bridges that people build to span the gap between
a transgression of a social expectation and the expectation
itself.! By offering an excuse, say that of car troubles, a stu-
dent spans the gap between the missed class and their com-
mitment to their education. The absent student says, in other
words, “if not for these car troubles, I would be with you,
learning. This is not a choice I made against education, but
rather one forced by circumstances beyond my control. As
you know, I'm a committed student. Don’t hold this absence
against me.” Doing this, the absent student engages in defen-
sive and rhetorical face work, neutralizing their transgressions
and defending their social identities as responsible students.

Are these explanations always true? I doubt it. I find that
stomach flus and food poisoning are particularly virulent
on Monday mornings, and survey research suggests that
students use excuses fraudulently as often as they do legiti-
mately.” Even still, there’s a reason students use these expla-
nations instead of . . . well, a (sometimes) more honest one:
“Hey Prof Jared, I won’t be in class today. I'd rather spend my
time skiing than with you. See you next week.” This explana-
tion fails, and gratuitously so, because it doesn’t bind the stu-
dent’s absence to the value that the absence transgressed: the
prioritization of education. As a rhetorical bridge, it’s shoddy.
As usual, Goffman put this best: “True accounts are often
good, but false accounts are sometimes better.”

For the rhetoric of denial to do its defensive face work, it
must align its user’s behavior with commonsense modes of
reasoning. Otherwise, the recipient of the denial is not likely

to accept it. Because of this, the rhetoric of denial consists of
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a stockpile of standardized and socially acceptable disclaim-
ers, excuses, and justifications. Disclaimers are phrases that
people typically use to reframe problematic speech or behav-
ior. Usually, disclaimers are prefaces, preceding problematic
speech in order to manage others’ responses to it. Excuses
and justifications are subtypes of what sociologists refer to
as accounts, or explanations for one’s behavior. A person who
uses an excuse downplays or denies their responsibility for
that behavior. A person who uses a justification denies the
wrongness of their behavior, in hopes that it appears appro-

priate, normal, or acceptable.

Disclaimers: Rhetorical Strategies to Reframe Speech

Frequently, we anticipate that others will respond badly to
what we're about to say. Rather than allow that to happen, we
use disclaimers to reframe our speech in ways that manage
our audience’s assessments of it. Ultimately, we're trying to
lead our audiences from negative evaluations of us to neutral
or even positive ones.* Successful disclaimers, then, do defen-
sive face work for a speaker. They allow speakers to make a
potentially discrediting or controversial remark without hav-

ing their social selves discredited.

“This May Sound Crazy”: Cognitive Disclaimers

Several springs ago, my mother-in-law went missing from our
house. No note, no comment, her phone left behind, and her

usually pampered Shih Tzu left outside. None of this made
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sense. Fearing the worst, my partner and I went door-to-door
through our new neighborhood, each of us greeting unfamil-
iar neighbors with some variant of “I know this sounds crazy,
but have you seen . .. ?” (My mother-in-law was, in fact, just
visiting with neighbors.)

Cognitive disclaimers like this often preface statements that
may test a listener’s confidence in the speaker’s sense of reality.
In my case, I anticipated that my neighbors would judge me as
just a bit off, for having seemed to have “misplaced” a family
member and gone looking for her in strangers” homes. Indeed,
when we worry that our words or behaviors will open what so-
ciologists call a “reality disjuncture,” gaps between ours and
others’ senses of reality, we turn to cognitive disclaimers.’
Guillermo del Toro, writer and director of a heap of serious and
award-winning films, admits to having seen a UFO: “I know
thisishorrible.. .. You sound like a complete lunatic, but Isaw a
UFO.”® Cognitive disclaimers indicate to our listeners that we
remain on their side of reality. We recognize what is likely real
and unreal, even as our words bend toward the latter.” Using
them, we perform defensive face work, assuring ourselves and
our audiences that our mental faculties and cognitive abilities
hold, even as we say or do things that suggest otherwise.

Cognitive disclaimers are robust, adaptable to a range
of other, less surreal uses. When speakers worry that their
words may lead others to doubt their judgment, mental fit-
ness, or intellectual abilities, they may use cognitive dis-
claimers. Amid a brainstorming session, a colleague, worried
that their idea may be badly received, might open with “This
may be too far out of the box, but....”
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One cognitive disclaimer is a favorite of students every-
where: “I know this is a stupid question, but . ...” Students
use this disclaimer to defend their identities as competent
and intelligent, even while speaking words that they think
others may see as contradicting that identity. (In my experi-
ence, what usually follows those words is perfectly intelligent
and, so, the disclaimer’s use reveals insecurities about com-
petence and intelligence—and perhaps worries about how
educators wield authority in classrooms—not actual lacks.)
This disclaimer is also an implicit invitation. Directed to an
instructor, it asks for protective face work. And many instruc-
tors are generous enough to provide aid, offering, “No, there
are no stupid questions” or some other variant that affirms
the value of the question.

The use of this disclaimer can also reveal structural in-
equalities in education. A teacher in a New York City school
district recounts how an elementary school student who had
“dropped out” of a reading program was struggling with a
standardized exam that included passages about a “typical”
beach scene. The student had lived in an urban environ-
ment his entire life. The beach scene was not so typical, and
the words to describe it alien. “I know this is a stupid ques-
tion,” the student asked his teacher, “but what is a ‘sand dol-
lar’? What is ‘tide’?”® Though young, this student knew that
the inclusion of these words on an exam meant that they are
part of others’ common knowledge. By using a cognitive dis-
claimer, he hoped his teacher would not judge him as defi-

cient because he didn’t already possess that knowledge.
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As forms of defensive face work, cognitive disclaimers are
similar to the disciplinary displays discussed in chapter 1.
Those using cognitive disclaimers condemn themselves be-
fore others can. Their words suggest that no further judgment
from the audience is necessary. And even as a speaker makes
potentially discrediting remarks, they can use cognitive dis-
claimers to remain on the side of their audience. Speakers
and audiences alike remain entrenched in their sense of the
normal and acceptable, even as speakers draw their (poten-

tially) deviant views near.

“With All Due Respect”: Affective Disclaimers

To shape an audience’s emotional response to remarks, a
speaker can use an affective disclaimer. “I know you might
get upset,” a person says, before unleashing upsetting
remarks.” This disclaimer signals the speaker’s awareness
of the nature of their remarks. But this awareness, in turn,
is meant to signal something deeper—that they aren’t reck-
lessly or thoughtlessly upsetting those to whom they speak.
They’ve considered, perhaps even carefully, the content of
their speech and how others might respond to it. And by
bracing the listener for the affective response, the speaker
hopes to mitigate it.

Similarly, a speaker might open a remark with one of these
brief phrases: “With all due respect” or “No offense, but....”
These familiar prefaces attempt to separate the speaker’s in-

tent for their remark from the listener’s perception of it. If the
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words that follow carry disrespect or offense, the speaker has
already denied intent.

Care, though, must be taken when using this disclaimer.
If there is asymmetry between the disclaimer and the subse-
quent statement, the disclaimer may sound insincere or far-
cical. For instance, in 2012, Vice President Joe Biden wanted
to criticize his Republican challenger, Paul Ryan, for the
Romney-Ryan campaign’s statements on the tragic, terror-
ist attack on the US embassy in Benghazi. Biden began his
critique with “With all due respect....” But then he finished
with “that’s a bunch of malarkey.”'® Biden’s use of the word
“malarkey,” a relatively uncommon and aurally unserious
word, suggested intent in Biden’s put-down. And so the af-
tective disclaimer, “with all due respect,” failed to neutralize
that interpretation of Biden’s remarks. It should be obvious:
you can’t start a sentence with “with all due respect” and then
say “that’s a bunch of malarkey.”"! Put differently, someone
who respects you won'’t usually call your ideas malarkey and
especially not publicly, before a vast audience. Indeed, Biden
likely meant the malarkey more than his respect. The mo-
ment, after all, went viral. And it fit with public perceptions
of Biden as both an uncommonly straight-talking politician
and a bit rogue.

Speakers may go farther to effect the affective responses of
audience members. Most supervisors know to give positive
praise before “constructive” criticism of subordinates. The
much-maligned “compliment sandwich,” criticism wedged
between two pieces of unrelated praise, is meant to provide

protective face work, guarding the self-image of the recipient
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of the criticism."? For those giving the criticisms, compliment
sandwiches likely perform defensive face work as well. By
readying the recipient for the critique that’s coming, the com-
pliment may make it less likely that employees will lash out at
their supervisors. It also suggests that supervisors, even the
critical ones, are not so bad after all, for they recognize their
employees’ valuable qualities alongside the lackluster ones.
Similarly, professors are advised to open written feedback on
student writing with compliments, before digging in to the

“constructive criticism.”*?

“I May Be Wrong”: Hedging Disclaimers

A favorite of professors and other (supposed) experts every-
where, hedging allows us to assert a fact or view on a topic
while also signaling the weakness of our commitment to
that fact or view."* When students ask questions that require
faculty to speak about topics outside their expertise, faculty
often hedge. Rather than admit a gap in their knowledge and
risk calling into question their identity as the “sage on the
stage,” professors will often answer the question with some
dimly remembered fact, while simultaneously signaling that
the fact may be wrong. My own favorite hedging technique
is to tell my students, “Don’t quote on me on this....” This
hedge signals that I'm not confident in what I'm about to
say, and I don’t want them offering my statement to others,
particularly other faculty members, as proof of anything. (I
admit—it’s a terrible teaching strategy. Better, instead, to

open a response with questions: “How might we know this?
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Whatkind of research would we need to conduct? What kind
of evidence would we need?”)

Similar forms of hedging abound. Pressed to share one’s
view of a topic, one might say, “I'm no expert, but....” One
might also try, “I may be wrong, but . ..” or even a simple
“I think,” followed by a long, wavering pause. These forms
of hedging signal speakers” “minimal commitment” to their
statements and their “willingness to receive discrepant in-
formation, change opinions, be persuaded otherwise, or be
better informed.”"® This use of hedging allows those perform-
ing expert roles to assert their expertise. At the same time,
it allows them, if proven incorrect, to change their minds or
admit that they were wrong without discrediting their claim

to competency.

“I Can Say This, Because . ..”: Credentialing Disclaimers

When a speaker claims a special privilege to make a con-
troversial remark, they’re engaging in credentialing. For
instance, when Greg Cote, a journalist for the Miami Herald,
wanted to criticize the romantic undertones of a Smokey
Robinson concert, he did so while using credentialing. Aware
that he could be accused of displaying ageism against the then
seventy-nine-year-old singer, whom he had deemed too old
to display sensuality, Cote offered, “I'm old, so I'm allowed
to blaspheme fellow elderly . . . .”*® Similarly, comedians
take and, typically, are given more leeway to tell deprecat-

ing jokes about groups to which they claim membership.'”
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(Credentialing has a well-documented history in the denial

of a racism; I take up this topic in chapter 6.)

Accounts, or How We Explain Away Our Transgressions

People use disclaimers to frame problematic remarks in ways
that downplay those remarks’ problematic nature. People use
accounts, on the other hand, to explain problematic behaviors
in ways that downplay those behaviors’ problematic nature.
One can, of course, explain all behaviors. Accounts, then,
need not bend toward denial. However, in practice, we rarely
account for ourselves when we meet others’” expectations.
We're also not likely to ask others to account for themselves
when they meet ours. Returning to my earlier example of
students explaining absences, it’s worth noting that I never
receive emails from students who want to account for their
presence in my classes. Nor do I ask for accounts of their pres-
ence. Most of us, most of the time, take conformity to norms
for granted, and we ask no explanation for that conformity.
The accounts that concern us most, then, are those we give
for conduct that potentially discredits us: our mistakes, poor
behavior, affronts and wrongs to others, even crimes. Asked
to account for these, we often turn to excuses and justifica-
tions, which (respectively) allow us to deny responsibility for

our behavior and for the wrongness of it in the first place.
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Excuses, or How to Deny Responsibility

A person using an excuse admits two things, but denies
a third. The excuse maker admits that they engaged in
offending or discrediting behavior. They also admit, if only
implicitly, that the behavior was indeed offensive or discred-
iting. But the excuse maker denies responsibility for that
behavior, by using one of three types of excuses. The accused
may claim that the offending behavior was an accident, unin-

tended, or out of their control.

“IT WAS AN ACCIDENT . ..”
This is perhaps the most common and familiar excuse. One
claims that the alleged wrong was, simply, an accident. To
excuse an absence or late arrival to class, students claim that
their alarm failed or that they overslept it. To excuse late sub-
missions of work, students claim that they left the papers in
their rooms or, if the submission is online, accidentally sub-
mitted the wrong paper.'®

One can claim “accident” in a wide range of situations.
Most of us, most of the time, only break or lose another’s
prized possession accidentally. Most of us, most of the time,
only get into fender-benders accidentally.'” And many of us,
much of the time, will also honor the claim of “accident.”
Accidents, as we know, happen.*°

But one must not overrely on accidents as excuses. The
power of this claim is that accidents are inevitable. At the
same time, they’re understood to be statistical anomalies.

If one claims “accident” too often, one becomes, in the eyes

printed on 2/14/2023 3:10 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco. conterns-of -use



EBSCChost -

HOW TO AVOID BLAME | 77

of others, a clumsy, negligent, or careless person, a person
uniquely prone to accidents. Or they risk being viewed as a
liar, who fraudulently claims that their bad behavior is acci-

dental.®!

The claim, in these cases, no longer does defensive
face work. A student who oversleeps an alarm might be able
to use the account once or twice and still have it “work”—
that is, do the necessary defensive face work so that a profes-
sor does not view them as a chronically late or absent student.
Beyond that, the account fails, even if it is true. The student is
likely to transform, in the eyes of the professor, into someone

who is insufficiently committed to the professor’s class.

“I DIDN'T MEAN TO . ..”

Another common excuse is to claim lack of intent. One says
the outcome of one’s behavior was unintended, unforesee-
able, or incidental to their planned action. If others accept
this claim, the accused may face diminished consequences
for their actions.

We're likely to see this claim when there is an asymmetry,
perhaps especially a profound one, between the meaning of
an action for the person committing it and those evaluating
it. For instance, a person may claim that their harmful action
was really meant as a prank; its outcomes were meant to be
interpreted as humorous and unserious.** A story from my
hometown of Pine Bush, New York, illustrates this. Barely a
month after the September 11, 2001, attacks, just ninety miles
outside New York City, with the country gripped by a series
of anthrax attacks, a manager of my town’s local grocery store

filled an employee’s paycheck with baby powder. When the
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employee tried to cash the paycheck at a nearby bank, the
white powder spilled onto the bank’s counter. The entirety
of the town’s emergency workers responded. So, too, did the
county’s hazmat team. And the FBI. Bank workers and cus-
tomers were quarantined and decontaminated.*® Federal
charges followed. In late October 2001, the New York Times
reported that the store’s manager “was charged under a pro-
vision of the Federal Anti-Terrorism and Effective Death
Penalty Act of 1996 that makes it a felony to threaten to use a
weapon of mass destruction. It can carry a sentence of up to
life in prison.” The manager’s lawyer admitted that the man-
ager “now realized something that would have been comical
on Sept. 10 is not very funny anymore.”** I don't think it re-
quires us to stretch our imaginations very far to imagine that
the store manager didn't, in fact, intend for others to believe
and act on the belief that the white powder, smelling of baby
powder, was a weapon of mass destruction.

Claims of “lack of intent” have other, more systematic and,
so, harmful uses. Men accused of sexual harassment or as-
sault often use this claim, exploiting the gap between their
(alleged) intent for and others’ understanding of their be-
havior. In 2019, former vice president Joe Biden confronted
allegations that he forced unwanted hugs, kisses, and other
violations of physical autonomy on female politicians. “I'm
sorry I didn’t understand more,” Biden admitted. But then,
Biden betrayed his profound lack of reflexivity: “I'm not
sorry for any of my intentions. I'm not sorry for anything that
I have ever done. I've never been disrespectful intentionally

to a man or a woman.”>’ Similarly, Louis C.K. responded
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to revelations that he’d exposed his penis to several female
comedians by admitting that “these stories are true. At the
time, I said to myself that what I did was O.K. because I never
showed a woman my dick without asking first, which is also
true. But what I learned later in life, too late, is that when you
have power over another person, asking them to look at your
dick isn’t a question.”® Both men admitted that their acts
were wrong when understood through contemporary norms
or from the perspective of women. But both also denied act-

ing, originally, with guilty intent.

“I COULDN'T HELP IT ...”

A third common excuse is to claim that forces outside one’s
control are to blame for the offending behavior. Marvin B.
Scott and Stanford M. Lyman, sociologists who co-wrote
the foundational essay on accounts, call this the excuse of
fatalistic forces.”” In offering this excuse, account givers por-
tray themselves as powerless to change the course of events
because of an overwhelming internal or external force.

On the everyday level, we're familiar with a range of com-
mon “forces” that can prevent a person from meeting oth-
ers’ expectations. Traffic or car troubles excuse late arrivals
to meetings. Troubles with technologies, a force that many
of us accept is outside the control of ordinary users, excuse
late submissions of work for both employees and students.
Invoking crashes, corrupted files, or, for PC users, the notori-
ous “blue screen of death,” we portray our personal technolo-
gies as almost supernatural forces to explain away whatever

work we were unable to finish.2®
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The “personal” or “family” emergency is a catch-all excuse
that suggests that an unspecified and inscrutable event out-
side the control of the account giver explains the offending
behavior. The excuse is too intimate and private to be scru-
tinized by most tactful recipients of it. And yet it’s general
enough to cover all sorts of failures: rescheduled meetings,
absences, missed work, and so forth.?®

Perpetrators of serious and highly stigmatized crimes will
often use fatalistic forces to purge the crime from their self-
image. Research of men convicted of sexual crime reveals
that they often try to excuse their violence as expressions of
urges, disorders, or addictions. Rapists and child molesters
frequently claim that alcohol or drugs caused their crimes.
They may also cite past traumas and mental health prob-
lems.® Here, perpetrators attempt to split the “real” self from
the criminal self; the former condemns the latter and pro-
tects itself from its own critical evaluation, if not the evalu-

ations of others.

THE PROSPECTIVE USE OF EXCUSES

Excuses are usually used retrospectively, to deny responsi-
bility for something that has already occurred. But they can
also be used prospectively, prior, even, to the behavior that
requires the excuse. It is not unusual for a student to warn
me that they may need to step out of a class because of an
illness or that they may be distracted and looking at their
phone due to a family emergency. An audience member at
a public talk might similarly tell the speaker that they need

to leave early for some reason out of their control. In these
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cases, the excuse as a warning performs both kinds of face
work. It defends the person giving the excuse from the nega-
tive assessments of others; the person leaving a talk early is
not rude but is compelled by other obligations. The excuse as
awarning also protects its recipient from the embarrassment
that might follow when they notice an audience member on

the phone or departing early.>'

Justifications, or How We Deny the Wrongness of the Wrong

Using excuses, we deny responsibility for our actions. But
we leave untouched their wrongness. When using justifica-
tions, on the other hand, people admit responsibility for their
behaviors; however, they claim that special circumstances
void the usual prohibitions on those behaviors. A justified
actis no longer wrong; it appears, instead, appropriate, legiti-
mate, perhaps legal, maybe even moral.

The strategies of justification can be endlessly adapted to
specific behaviors and offenses. However, the most common,
powerful, and corrosive justifications are two strategies: de-
nial of victim and denial of harm.

“THEY DESERVED IT ...”

When a person accused of wrongdoing claims that their vic-
tim deserved what they got, they’re using the denial of victim
justification.*” This is the familiar schoolyard cry, “They
started it.” Students who commit violence against their peers
often justify that violence as defense against alleged bul-

lies. Parents often condone this justification. They do so
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prospectively, as when they tell their children, “If you need to
protect yourself, then you do what you need to do. And we’ll
deal with it after.”** And they may also use it retrospectively,
to justify acts of violence against alleged bullies.

Social scientific research about rapists and rape culture
reveals that men frequently use denial of victim to justify
sexual assaults, relying on rape myths in an attempt to ex-
plain away their violence. Rapists describe women as seduc-
tresses who instigate sexual encounters. Rapists also claim
that women who reject their sexual advances consent, in fact,
to sex; a woman who says “no,” they say, is being modest, as
they believe women “should” be. According to rapists, these
women need to be “convinced” of sex. But these rape myths
do not belong to rapists alone. Bystanders, law enforcement
agents, and legal actors may also believe them and fail to in-
tervene in situations involving rape or to take seriously the
claims of women who have been raped.**

Denial of victim also appears in the defenses of police of-
ficers and ordinary citizens accused of murdering people of
color. These defenses usually introduce a second subtype of
the denial of victim: that of necessity or self-defense. When
this claim is introduced, perpetrators try to transform the
victim of their violence into the aggressor, reversing the flow
of responsibility for the perpetrators’ behavior. This claim
further draws its power from racist stereotypes about the
criminality of people of color and, especially, men of color.
These stereotypes make it more likely that audiences, par-
ticularly but not exclusively white audiences, will accept the

account.>®
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The 1986-1987 trial of Bernhard Goetz illustrates this.
During Goetz’s trial for the attempted murder of the four
Black teenagers whom he shot on a New York City subway,
Goetz testified that he did not think the teenagers had a gun.
He also testified that none of the four teenagers displayed a
weapon before he began shooting.*® Still, he claimed to have
believed they were going to mug him. A Manhattan jury
largely accepted the defense, acquitting Goetz of attempted
murder and assault charges and finding him guilty of only a
single charge, of illegal possession of a weapon.®’

A similar set of denials contributed to George
Zimmerman’s acquittal for the 2012 killing of Trayvon
Martin. On the evening of February 26, 2012, Zimmerman,
an armed neighborhood watch coordinator in Sanford,
Florida, stalked Trayvon Martin, an unarmed Black teenager,
through Sanford. Zimmerman did so even after alerting 911 to
Martin’s presence and being instructed to stand down. When
Martin ran, Zimmerman pursued. That pursuit ended when
Zimmerman fatally shot Martin, during a physical struggle
that Zimmerman himself, through his pursuit and confronta-
tion of Martin, instigated. Even so, a jury of six women—five
of whom were white—acquitted Zimmerman, accepting the
defense’s claim that Zimmerman acted in self-defense.*®
“NO ONE WAS HURT ...”

Denial of harm involves claims that the alleged act didn’t
cause injury or harm to the victim.>* The person giving this
account hopes that others, then, will see the act as some-

thing inconsequential, worth neither concern nor sanction.
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Typically, denial of harm involves an implicit denial of vic-
tim. If no harm comes from one’s behavior, then it follows
that there is also no victim. Shoplifters, for instance, may jus-
tify their behavior by saying that a chain grocery store can
afford the marginal loss of the stolen item. This justification
may be combined with an explicit denial of victim, with the
shoplifter arguing that the store is the real thief, given the
prices they charge for basic necessities.*’

Euphemisms, a subtype of denial of harm, are commonly
used to minimize the reality of abuse, harassment, and vio-
lence. Violence in schools is merely “bullying,” a word that
conjures cartoonish images of students jostling, abscond-
ing with lunch money, or kicking another’s sand castles.*!
To some parents, the verbal abuse and harassment that many
female students experience in schools are “only words,” and
“words can’t hurt you,” the cliché goes.*?

Research about domestic and child abuse reveals that per-
petrators frequently rely on denial of harm to justify their
violence. A man who physically assaults his partner might
say that the two were merely having a “disagreement.”*’
Likewise, parents “spank” children, which is different, one is
supposed to think, from assaulting, beating, or abusing them.

Euphemistic denials of harm usually minimize the wrong-
ness of the act. Other efforts at denial of harm attempt more
stark transformations. Here, I have in mind denials of harm
that involve an attempt to relabel acts, particularly of abusive
practices or even violence, as in the best interest of those who
»44

suffer those acts. I refer to this as the “discourse of care.

The claim of “tough love,” which college coaches who rely
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on verbal abuse, intimidation, and physical abuse sometimes
invoke, is of this type.** Similarly, parents and teachers who
use corporal punishment say their intent is to teach children
the difference between right and wrong—or that it’s for their
own good. The violence, then, is said to benefit children who
need to learn valuable lessons about personal conduct at a

young age.*

So these are the tools of everyday denial, documented in this
and in chapters 1and 2: attention-management strategies that
allow people to feign ignorance of distressing events and rhe-
torical ones that allow people to downplay their bad behavior
when others refuse to look away. For many of us, much of the
time, these tools are just another way to get by. We use the
techniques of everyday denial to mend social relationships
frayed by the inevitable accidents, blunders, and mistakes of
living among others in real time.

But denial soon transforms. Face work gives way to by-
stander behavior. Excuses and justification, when unchal-
lenged, empower perpetrators and allow harms, inequities,
and injustices to fester. Eventually, denial burrows into the
places we pool resources, power, and people: workplaces,
schools, governments. Once institutionalized, denial be-
comes a parasite, infecting many and making victims out of

more still.
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Organizations Hiding Problems

IN the mid-1950s, Solomon Asch, a psychologist at
Swarthmore College, ran a seemingly mundane
series of experiments. Research subjects were shown two
cards. One had a single line drawn on it. The other showed
three lines of various lengths. Subjects were asked to iden-
tify which of those three lines matched the first. There was,
it appeared, no trick to it. Subjects in a control group, who did
the matching by themselves, correctly identified lines of the
same length 99 percent of the time."

But Asch wasn't interested in people’s ability to assess the
lengths of lines. His experimental situation had research sub-
jects matching the lines in groups with seven to nine other
“research subjects.” In fact, there was only ever one research
subject. The other group members were part of the experi-
ment, participating in it as “confederates” pretending to be
research subjects. As the group went through a series of trials,
the confederates occasionally and unanimously misidentified
the matching line. They did so before the genuine research
subjects had opportunities to announce their selections. This

meant that research subjects heard the incorrect consensus

86
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before they made their choice. In this experimental situation,
subjects were frequently swayed by the incorrect assessments
of the group, conforming to the majority opinion about one-
third of the time.?

Asch’s experiments revealed how even aloosely organized
and weakly bonded group can lead its members to suppress
their awareness of an obvious fact: that the group was mis-
identifying the correct lines. But unless we are engineers or
architects, lines, their length, and group consensuses about
them rarely concern us. Rather, we take notice when group
cultures arc toward fraud and other financial malfeasance;
toward the harassment of students, employees, or clients; or
toward outright violence. The examples are legion, and any
list risks being badly incomplete. Here are some, perhaps
only the now better known, perhaps only those that come
to mind today, as I write: Wells Fargo bankers defrauded its
customers, opening credit cards and other banking products
in their names; Purdue Pharma illegally marketed opioids,
flooding US communities with its highly addictive and lethal
drugs; Michigan State harbored a pedophile in its gymnastics
program, despite years of accusations against him; Miramax
protected Harvey Weinstein, as he sexually harassed, abused,
and assaulted women; for decades, petroleum and tobacco
companies suppressed knowledge of their products’ harms
from the public; and the US military, the CIA, members
of Congress, and the executive branch protected torturers,
at Abu Ghraib, Guantinamo, and myriad secret CIA black
sites. Reading of each case—and, I suspect, reading of the

next organization gone wrong—we wonder this: how could
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so many people participate in or simply tolerate that kind of
bad? Or else: how could so many people not know what their
co-workers were doing?

Denial provides a partial answer to these questions.
Organizations gradually socialize new members into
attention-management strategies that keep guilty knowl-
edge of wrongdoing in the background of organizational life.
Rhetorical strategies of denial, meanwhile, construct a ve-
neer of normalcy over that wrongdoing, allowing organiza-
tional members to euphemize theirs and others’ misconduct.
And information is withheld from outsiders, so that those
who might investigate and expose misconduct are stymied;
this, in turn, keeps misconduct out of collective attention and
public discourse. Together, these processes make it possible
for organizations and their members to harm others, while

simultaneously denying those harms.

How Wrong Comes to Seem Right: Habituation

and Desensitization

Few people arrive at their workplaces prepared to abide fraud,
abuse, or violence. To those not used to such things, organi-
zational realities arrive as shocks, perhaps undeniable ones.
Quoting Javal Davis, a US reservist stationed at Abu Ghraib
prison in Iraq, the journalist Philip Gourevitch describes the

confusion of US soldiers during their first tour of the prison.

By way of orientation, the soldiers of the 372nd who were

assigned guard duty at the hard site were given a tour of
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the place. They saw the . . . highly restricted M.L. [Military
Intelligence] block, where the most “high value” security
detainees were held. . .. “That’s when I saw the nakedness,”
Javal Davis said. “I'm like, ‘Hey, Sarge, why is everyone na-
ked?’ You know—Hey, that’s the M.I. That’s what the M.L.
does. That’s the M.I. thing. I don’t know.” “‘Why do these
guys have on women’s panties?’ Like—It’s to break them.”
Davis was wide-eyed. “Guys handcuffed in stress positions,
in cells, no lights, no windows. . . . It’s like, Whoa, what is

that? What the hell is up with all this stuff? Something’s not
right here.”

Davis knew something was wrong at Abu Ghraib. But,
soon after arriving, it seemed a little less strange. A little less
appalling, too. Charged with preparing detainees of spe-
cial interest for interrogations, Davis abused and tortured
the unarmed, defenseless men in his custody. He withheld
food, deprived detainees of sleep, put them in stress posi-
tions, submerged them in ice water and then made their
cells cold by leaving windows open. “Open a window while
it was, like, forty degrees outside and watch them disappear
into themselves . . . before they go into shock,” he recounted
to the documentary filmmaker Errol Morris.* According to
other military police, Davis would threaten detainees with
rape, after telling them he’d raped their wives or moth-
ers. And he allegedly beat newly arrived detainees, punch-
ing them in the kidneys during in-processing.® (As far as I
know, Davis did not admit to these latter accusations in his

interviews with Morris, suggesting that he downplayed his
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active involvement in torturing detainees, even as he admit-
ted some involvement. I suspect this is because Davis sees
the violence that others accuse him of as more direct, ac-
tive, and, in the case of threats of rape, sadistic than those to
which he admits.) Abu Ghraib changed Davis, who adapted
to his conditions with denial—of both the harms of and his
responsibility for the violence he committed. “We are at war,
this is Military Intelligence, this is what they do—and it’s
just a job,” he told Morris. “So you become numb to it, and
it’s nothing. . . . You see it—that sucks. It sucks to be him.
And that’s it. You move on.”®

Davis’s introduction to torture is not unusual. Most per-
petrators of torture go through a similar process, learning
from more experienced interrogators and guards before they
themselves start torturing others.” But it’s not just torturers.
Veteran members of most corrupt organizations know that
new initiates can’t be trusted with organizational malprac-
tice.® Like Davis at Abu Ghraib, most new initiates will sense
that “something’s not right here” if exposed to malpractice
and corruption too quickly. Veterans deliberately and slowly
introduce new members to organizational misconduct. After
an initial exposure, like Davis’s tour of Abu Ghraib, initi-
ates may be ordered to observe and then engage in token
instances of misconduct. This entangles initiates in organi-
zational corruption, ensuring they feel complicit in it and, so,
remain silent about it.’

This begins a process that social scientists call habitua-
tion. As organizational members are repeatedly exposed to

questionable, if not obviously unethical, situations, they may
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gradually come to see these situations as normal. A second
process—desensitization—often occurs alongside, or after,
habituation. It occurs when organizational members are ex-
posed to increasingly severe violations of norms, policies, or
laws. Together, these processes weaken initiates’ responses to
those violations and season them in the rancid organizational
culture.’® Eventually, they come to deny that very rancid-
ness. This normalization of deviance, as the organizational
sociologist Diane Vaughan calls it, changes an organization’s
standards of behavior."! What previously seemed unethical
or illegal now appears permissible, ethical, and perhaps even
necessary.

Research of police socialization into corruption shows
how this happens. New police officers may be idealistic, har-
boring a seemingly inflexible sense of right and wrong. The
normal, everyday corruption in some departments shocks
them, and veteran officers know it. “Say an old timer will have
anew man working with him and he’ll tell you, “You've got to

29

watch him, because he’s honest,” an ex-officer explained to
the sociologist Ellwyn R. Stoddard."?

But habituation and desensitization can bend the rookie.
Through a series of compromises—small ones giving way
to larger ones—the new officer may turn. Mort Stern, a
former editor with the Denver Post, documented how this
happens in a 1961 interview with a Denver police officer.
That year, a widespread corruption scandal in Denver made
national news. Over forty officers and a sheriff, as well as

deputies, private detectives, and civilians, had been impli-

cated in burglaries of local stores, gambling, prostitution,
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and myriad other criminal activities.'* Stern’s anonymous
interviewee describes how he was introduced to the police
department’s culture of corruption. New officers, he told
Stern, might first witness veterans accepting small items
from storeowners—cigarettes, for instance."* This was ha-

bituation, by the book.

The older [officer] stops at a bar, comes out with some pack-
ages of cigarettes. He does this several times. He explains
that this is part of the job, getting cigarettes free from propri-
etors to re-sell and that as part of the rookie’s training it is his
turn to “make the butts.” So he goes in to a Skid Row barand
stands uncomfortably at the end waiting for the bar-tender
to acknowledge his presence and disdainfully toss him two

packages of butts.'s

But this was only the start. Habituation gave way to desen-
sitization, as new officers grew used to receiving increasingly

valuable “gifts.”

One thing leads to another for the rookies. After six months
they have become conditioned to accept free meals, a few
packs of cigarettes, turkeys at Thanksgiving and liquor at
Christmas from the respectable people in their district. The
rule book forbids all this. But it isn’t enforced. It’s winked at,
atalllevels. So the rookies say to themselves that this is okay,
that all the men accept these things, that it is a far cry from

stealing and they can still be good policemen.*
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And then?

And then this kind of thing may happen: One night [the
novice officer] is sent to cover in on a “Code 26”—a silent
burglar alarm. This may mean that a burglar has broken into
a business place. He and his partner go in to investigate.
The burglar is gone. . . . [After] they get back in the car his
partner pulls out four $10 bills and hands him two. “Burglar
got careless,” says the partner. The young cop who isn’t in-
volved himself soon learns that this kind of thing goes on.
He may even find himself covering in on a burglary call, say
to a drug store, and see some officers there eyeing him pecu-
liarly. Maybe at this point the young cop feels the pressure
to belong so strongly that he reaches over and picks up some-
thing, cigars perhaps. Then he’s “in,” and the others can do
what they wish."”

Small steps and eventually officers in Denver were staging
elaborate burglaries of city stores that they’d then themselves
investigate and wipe of evidence.'® These activities went on
for at least a decade. They only ended when some officers be-
came just a bit too desensitized to their crimes. Brazenness,
then sloppiness, followed. In August 1960, Art Winstanley, a
young officer just a few years out of the academy, was arrested
after a stolen “safe literally fell out of his car trunk and into
the path of a police cruiser,” as he fled a burglary.'

Sixty years later, these processes still hold: rookie po-

lice may be socialized into organizational cultures in which
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misconduct, including violence, appears normal, acceptable,
and necessary. Reporting on the 2020 murder of George
Floyd, by Derek Chauvin, revealed how this occurred in
the Minneapolis Police Department. Chauvin, a veteran
Minneapolis police officer, murdered George Floyd during
an arrest, kneeling on Floyd’s neck for over nine minutes, ig-
noring Floyd’s cries for help and the protests of bystanders,
some of whom videotaped the killing. Chauvin also ignored
the weak interventions of other law enforcement officers
at the scene; a rookie cop, whom Chauvin supervised, sug-
gested that Floyd be turned on his side. But bystander video
shows that the other officers present at the scene took no di-
rect action to stop Chauvin from killing Floyd.

Subsequent reporting on Minneapolis policing revealed
how veteran officers in the city socialize rookies, normaliz-
ing the use and abuse of force. The process begins with mes-
saging. Veteran officers send a consistent message to the new
officers they supervise: “forget everything you learned at the
academy.” (This message has been part and parcel of police
socialization for decades.>®) Other messages fill the void left
by this forced forgetting. According to Andrew Arashiba, a
former Minneapolis officer, “training officers told him not to
activate his body camera at times when it was required un-
less he had notified other officers first.” That training officer
“also once scolded him for not using force against a drunken
older man they had encountered, according to the lawsuit.

39

“You missed a free slap,” the veteran officer told him.*' Many

of Minneapolis’s officers, like many of the country’s officers,
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also took so-called warrior trainings. These trainings empha-
size that every police encounter with citizens is a potentially
fatal one, involving “those who need killing—the ‘gang-
bangers, terrorists, and mass murderers.”**

Through socialization, new police officers may come to see
the use and abuse of force as a normal, necessary, and accept-
able part of their job. Many also come to believe that their loy-
alty to other officers overrides their commitment to the rule of
law and civil liberties. The “blue code of silence” offers police
officers justifications for hiding—from investigators, judges,
and juries—corruption and the criminal use of violence, even
if it means lying during sworn testimony. This code of silence
is a subtype of a form of denial that criminologists refer to as
the appeal to higher loyalties; people who invoke this appeal
claim that their commitments to others—friends, teammates,
families, or co-workers—ijustify their misconduct or crimes.

The blue code of silence protects officers from the legal
repercussions of their crimes. Even those who want to ex-
pose wrongdoing may be silenced; intimidation, threats,
and retributive violence protect the blue code of silence from
would-be whistleblowers.”* Arguably, it also affects how of-
ficers use violence, emboldening some and leading others
to become bystanders. Thirty years before Floyd’s killing,
a passerby’s video recording of Los Angeles police officers
brutally beating and tasing Rodney King similarly revealed
the dynamics of violence and inaction. Of the video, Jerome
Skolnick, professor emeritus of law at the University of

California at Berkeley, wrote,

printed on 2/14/2023 3:10 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco. conterns-of -use



EBSCChost -

96 | HOW TO CONCEAL MISCONDUCT

The televised beating of Rodney King by Los Angeles po-
lice was broadcast by CNN around the world. I was asked
by CNN to interpret the beating, and was also asked by the
Los Angeles Times to write a guest editorial. For both media,
I pointed out that while most viewers were focused on and
appalled by the beating—as I was—I was at least as attuned
to the dozen Los Angeles police officers who could be seen
watching, and doing nothing to end it. I thought of how this
televised event so well illustrated the power of ties of loyalty
among the police[. .. .] Because so many other officers stood
by and watched the beating of King, those who participated
must have believed that they could count on their colleagues

to lie in case of an investigation.”*

Euphemisms and the Sanitation of Corruption

Socialization into corruption teaches new organizational
members that such corruption is normal and necessary.
It also teaches them to protect, or intimidates them into
protecting those who commit corrupt and criminal acts
from the scrutiny of outsiders. But it involves other les-
sons. Particularly impactful are lessons in language, in
the euphemisms that cleanse corruption of its rankness.
Euphemisms, as George Orwell famously wrote, allow
people “to name things without calling up mental pic-
tures of them.”?® This is particularly true of what Albert
Bandura, a Stanford psychologist who’s studied human
aggression and atrocity, calls sanitizing euphemisms.?¢

These are euphemisms that linguistically—and, so,
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perhaps also cognitively—suppress the most repugnant
qualities of organizational corruption.

For instance, there are many names for police corruption,
few of which call up mental pictures of crime and illegal-
ity. Stern’s young interviewee was told to “make the butts,”
and the more general term for this—“mooch”—is far from
the language of theft or bribery.*” In a 1968 article on “blue
coat” crime, Ellwyn R. Stoddard lists several other, equally
endearing euphemisms for police corruption. Police engage
in “chiseling,” demanding free admission to events. They go
“shopping,” “picking up”—that is, stealing—“small items
such as candy bars, gum, or cigarettes” at closed stores.*®
Police officers also “coop” (which is also referred to as “hud-
dling” or “going down”); these phrases obscure a simple
act—sleeping while on duty. Bankers, meanwhile, may en-
gage in “gaming,” which sounds far more fun and more be-
nign, too, than fraud, which is what the term refers to. People
who steal and embezzle from their employers often describe
themselves as “borrowing” the valuable resources.*

Violence depends on sanitizing euphemisms, as the
bleached language of euphemism helps perpetrators live
with violence and its consequences. Recall the veteran
Minneapolis officer’s admonishment that Andrew Arashiba
had missed a “free slap,” a nearly innocuous phrase that de-
nies the harm and criminality of police violence. In 1997, an
NYPD officer, Justin A. Volpe, tortured Abner Louima, rap-
ing him with a broomstick in a bathroom in an NYPD sta-
tion. “I took a man down tonight,” Volpe allegedly told a

sergeant about the attack, using not a single descriptive word
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in his boast. Other officers at the station failed to prevent the
assault, despite witnessing Volpe marching Louima “around
the station house with his pants around his ankles.”*® Again,
the blue code of silence created bystanders and embold-
ened a criminal. Still others were complicit in the assault
on Louima, having previously “driven him to a deserted lot
and beaten him,” after (wrongly) arresting him for punching
Volpe during a brawl at a Brooklyn nightclub.*! According to
Skolnick, the initial assault, which mixes retribution with “a
lesson in compliance” is referred to as a “tune up” in police
lexicon.?* (But let us call it by its true name: torture—and
what the political scientist Darius Rejali refers to as civic dis-
cipline torture.*?)

The history of state violence is written in sanitizing eu-
phemisms. In the United States, torture masquerades as
“enhanced interrogation,” which sounds like a scientific or
upgraded form of a normal interrogation. Water torture,
meanwhile, went by “waterboarding,” which sounds like a
beachside leisure activity.

Argentinian torturers, meanwhile, used a domestic vocab-
ulary to efface their atrocities. The sociologist Stanley Cohen
writes of these, in his classic States of Denial, with images that

destabilize the euphemisms.

Assado (a barbecue) is now a bonfire to burn dead bodies; la
parilla, the grill for cooking meat, becomes the metal table
on which victims are laid out for torture; Comida de Pescado
(fish food) describes the prisoners thrown from planes into

the sea, either drugged or dead, with their stomachs split
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open. Submarino was not a submarine, or a sandwich, or a
traditional children’s treat of a chocolate bar melting in milk,
but repeatedly holding the victim’s head under foul water
(often containing urine or feces), stopping each time short

of suffocation.?*

Sanitizing euphemisms also allow perpetrators to deny the
victims of their violence. In Cambodia, the Khmer Rouge, a
Communist regime that ruled the country from 1975 to 1979,
spoke and wrote of smashing, destroying, or discarding their
enemies.*® For perpetrators, it is arguably easier to do those
things to other humans than it is to admit that one is kill-
ing them. “Smash” and “destroy” suggest the physical break-
down of something immaterial and unhuman, denying the
humanity of victims. It also denies the violent criminality, as
well as the ethical problems, of the act of killing. This is what
Van Naath, a survivor of the Khmer Rouge’s notorious S-21
prison, told perpetrators in Rithy Panh’s 2003 documentary,
S-21: The Khmer Rouge Killing Machine: “In the word ‘kill,
there still seems to be a moral aspect. In “destruction,’ there’s
nothing human left. We become dust, just particles blowing
in the wind. In ‘kill,” there was still . . . we still had a certain
value. ‘Destruction’ is the end. Even for animals you don’t
speak of destroying, but of killing. We become dust in the
wind. There’s no humanity left.”*¢

The discourse of care, too, euphemizes institutional vio-
lence. Rejali, in his encyclopedic Torture and Democracy, pro-
vides one example. In the 1980s, some New Yorkers used the

discourse of care to justify police’s use of electrical torture
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(with stun guns) to extract false confessions from teenage
boys of color. A neighbor of one boy suspected of dealing
drugs told a reporter, “Sometimes, they deserve it. ... think
they need some of that lesson when they are 10 and 12 years
old, when they’re smoking and hanging out, because in 10
years you can’t tell them anything.”*” Here, the classic form
of denial of victim—“they deserve it"—is combined with the
discourse of care to relabel state violence as, merely, a lesson.

Institutional and state actors have used the discourse of
care in especially pernicious ways. In the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, the US and Canadian governments
forcibly removed indigenous children from their families
and communities, placing them in boarding schools. There,
some teachers neglected, abused, and tortured indigenous
youths. Many died from mistreatment, lack of adequate
care, or illness. Many who survived found themselves
torn asunder. Their cultural identity had been destroyed.
Teachers had assigned them new names and denied them
the opportunity to use their native languages.>® And yet
white Americans and Canadians used a discourse of care—
humanistic, civilizing, and missionary—to justify the exis-
tence of these schools. The most notorious example comes
from Richard Pratt, an army officer who founded Carlisle
Indian Industrial School. Pratt gave voice to the belief that
the schools were in the best interest of indigenous peoples:
“A great general has said that the only good Indian is a dead
one....In asense, I agree with the sentiment, but only in
this: that all the Indian there is in the race should be dead.

Kill the Indian in him, and save the man.”®®
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How We Come to Believe That No One’s at Fault

Euphemisms have still another effect on organizational
action: they permit denial of responsibility when things go
terribly wrong. According to Javal Davis, interrogators at Abu
Ghraib told military police (MPs) to “loosen” up detainees;
they also told MPs to make sure detainees have “a bad night”
or that they get “the treatment.”*® Military intelligence (MIs)
had the authority to give these orders because of recommen-
dations issued by General Geoffrey Miller in the summer of
2003. Miller, who was then the commander of Guantdnamo,
had been sent to Iraq to advise on detention and interroga-
tion. He reccommended that MPs like Davis be subordinate to
MIs, rather than independent, as military policies prescribe.
The goal, for Miller, was for MPs to be “actively engaged
in setting the conditions for successful exploitation of the
internees.”*!

MPs like Davis understood this trash heap of language to
mean one thing: abuse and torture detainees, until they’re
willing to talk during interrogations. Of course, when in-
vestigators came looking for accountability at Abu Ghraib,
neither military interrogators nor General Miller admit-
ted this meaning to their words. The ambiguity itself may
be the point. These phrases are two-faced. They can mean
something mundane, if not benign; they can also mean tor-
ture. Miller’s recommendation that military police “set the
conditions” for “successful exploitation” of detainees might
simply mean, as a military lawyer told a Senate committee
investigating Abu Ghraib, that MPs and MIs “talk about . ..
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the environment that those prisoners are in day in and day
out” and the questions of whether a “detainee [is] having
a good day or bad? Has he been quiet, or has he been talk-
ing?”** M1 orders could similarly have been misunderstood
by MPs, according to military investigators. For instance,
MPs claimed that interrogators ordered MPs to “strip them
out and PT them”—“them” meaning detainees. Of these
phrases, military investigators wrote, “Whether ‘strip out’
meant to remove clothing or to isolate we couldn’t deter-
mine. Whether ‘PT them’ meant physical stress or abuse
can’t be determined. The vagueness of this order could,
however, have led to any subsequent abuse.”** The vague-
ness, more likely, was the point.

Organizational denials of responsibility exceed the use of
euphemisms. In his analysis of the bureaucratic processes un-
derlying the Holocaust, the social theorist Zygmunt Bauman
concluded that “the organization as a whole is an instrument
to obliterate responsibility.”** This is due to the structure of
organizations, which dilute responsibility for action. From
the top of organizations drift policies, rules, guidelines, and
orders. These are typically ambiguous enough—sometimes
intentionally, but often not—to allow their issuers to deny re-
sponsibility for the unethical or criminal behavior of subordi-
nates.* Nearer the bottom, employees try implementing—or
following, if they view themselves as particularly obedient—
those policies. Whatever they do, then, seems to them to have
been authorized, if not ordered, by those above them.

Technical jargon contributes to this, though it may not

be specifically or intentionally developed to obliterate
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responsibility. Jargon is typical of work in a complex insti-
tution. Procedures, policies, and rules are articulated in a
highly specialized, context-dependent language that only
insiders can understand.*® In this way, it differs from euphe-
misms, which are often consciously and intentionally used
to efface the more repugnant qualities of organizational cor-
ruption. And euphemisms are often ordinary, even benign
words and phrases, the better to build a facade of normalcy
over crime and cruelty. But like euphemisms, technical jar-
gon tends to sanitize organizational work, keeping the reality
of it at arm’s length. In part, this is because the meaning of
technical jargon is often unclear. When organizational work-
ers interpret the jargon, they may have to guess at its meaning
or, else, how to best transform it into action.

The gaps between those giving and those receiving or-
ders create other opportunities for things to go badly and for
denial to cover it all up. Those at the top of an organization
rarely understand conditions on the ground. Their directives,
in turn, can be poorly suited for the worlds in which employ-
ees or subordinates work. Policies, practices, and orders,
then, may strain the organizational reality itself. Employees
may be told to reduce costs or earn profit at nearly impossible
rates.”’ Interrogators may be pressured to collect intelligence
from recalcitrant—and often innocent and, so, ignorant—
detainees. Facing impossible situations, each may turn to
questionable, if not outright illegal, if not wholly immoral,
practices to accomplish what’s expected of them. Still, one
searches in vain for accountability, finding only denials of re-

sponsibility in its place.
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Wells Fargo’s well-documented descent into fraud illus-
trates several of these processes. In 1997, Dick Kovacevich,
the bank’s CEO, established a new company slogan and,
by extension, bankwide goal: “Going for Gr-Eight.” (Why?
John Stumpf, Kovacevich’s successor, insightfully explained,
“Because eight rhymes with great.”) The slogan required in-
dividual banks and their bankers to sell eight products—
credit cards, ATM cards, and loans, for instance—to each
customer. On its face, it’s a benign-enough phrase. But for
bankers at Wells Fargo, there was an inevitable problem.
Despite the cuteness of its rhyme, the goal was too ambitious,
too disconnected from the reality that bankers faced. In an
exposé in Vanity Fair, Bethany McLean highlights the trou-
bles in St. Helena, California, where “there were only about
11,500 potential customers in the area, and 11 other financial
institutions. The quotas for the bankers at Guitron’s branch
totaled 12,000 Daily Solutions [the bank’s term for products]
each year, including almost 3,000 new checking accounts.
Without fraud, the math didn’t work.”*®

Employees of Wells Fargo responded by gaming the sys-
tem. Bankers pressured customers, who rarely understood
the technicalities, into opening unwanted loans. They de-
ceived others, often the elderly or those who were not fluent
in English, into opening unnecessary accounts. Or bank-
ers used outright fraud to accomplish the same thing, using
forged signatures and fake email addresses to open accounts
in customers’ names without those customers’ knowledge. In

total, Wells Fargo found that, between 2011 and 2015, more
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than 1.5 million accounts and half a million credit-card ac-
counts had been opened by the bank that may not have been
authorized by its consumers.*® The bank also charged cus-
tomers for life insurance they never purchased and foisted
unnecessary car insurance plans on customers who took out
car loans with them.** In 2020, the bank agreed to a $3 billion
settlement with the Securities and Exchange Commission for
defrauding customers and the bank’s investors. This was, the
New York Times reported, “not even the largest” sanction of
Wells Fargo; the bank had settled an investigation into its
mortgage-lending practices, which contributed to the 2008
fiscal crisis, for $5.35 billion. “The bank has paid more than
$18 billion in fines for misconduct since the financial crisis,”
the Times laconically concluded.®!

Where was responsibility for the fraud? Certainly, the
“Going for Gr-Eight” approach to banking exerted pres-
sure on bankers. It introduced what criminologists refer to
as strain, an imbalance between organizational goals and
the legitimate—that is, ethical and legal—means avail-
able to pursue those goals.>> Wells Fargo’s bankers simply
could not meet organizational quotas through legal, ethi-
cal practices. In the face of strain, they innovated, inflating
sale numbers through fraud. And yet neither Kovacevich
nor Stumpf meant for the “Going for Gr-Eight” approach
to be license to defraud. And, of course, the bank does not
formally abide fraud. (Few legitimate organizations do, and
still....) Stumpf, meanwhile, remained in stubborn disbelief

of the problems at Wells Fargo. According to the bank’s own
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investigation, Stumpf’s nature as an “optimistic executive”
kept him from perceiving systemic problems, instead blam-
ing a “few bad employees” for trouble within the bank.>?
Responsibility? Perhaps, then, it’s at the bottom of the
bank, among the individual bankers. But individual bank-
ers, the ones committing fraud, thought they knew what
Kovacevich, Stumpf, Wells Fargo’s board, and the layers of
middle managers wanted done: meet sales goals, at any cost
and by any means necessary. Managers sent this message by
ignoring bankers’ concerns about fraud, allegedly berating
bankers who had not met sales goals, pressuring bankers to
sell products to customers who could not use or appropriately
manage those products, and suggesting that bankers make

»

sales goals by “achieving ‘solutions”—note the sanitizing
jargon—"“through family members.”** Employees who failed
to make quotas were compelled to work late or on weekends.

Bank managers often did the same. And they faced their
own pressures. Managers of banks were under constant scru-
tiny from district managers, “motivated” to make sales quo-
tas through daily emails, meetings, and more. One regional
president allegedly organized a “running” of the “gauntlet.”
District managers dressed in “themed costumes,” forming
lines through which managers ran down until they reached a
whiteboard on which they’d scribble the number of sales they
achieved. This regional president also allegedly suggested “to
subordinates that they encourage customers to sign up for
products regardless of need.”® In this sort of work environ-
ment, it’s not surprising that employees believed superiors

want them to “sell” by any means necessary. The emphasis
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on outcomes and the relative indifferences to how those
outcomes are achieved can feel like a wink and a nod by su-
pervisors to fraud.’® It’s also not surprising that those very
superiors could themselves plausibly deny responsibility for
what their subordinates did. The pressure to sell, after all, can
be defended as just that—not an implicit authorization of un-
ethical practices, but an expression of ambition and aspira-

tion. It’s an affirmation, too, of healthy competition.

Denial of Knowledge, or How No One Knows

Organizations obliterate not only responsibility. They
also obliterate knowledge, particularly guilty knowledge,
of misconduct and wrongdoing. In part, this is a result of
the fragmentation of action. Orders come from above, are
passed along by middle management, and are enacted by
workers in circumstances that don’t always fit those orders.
Organizational actors may not, in fact, genuinely know what
the end result of all their meager contributions are. But one
can cultivate strategic and willful ignorance to what others
are up to.”” One simply does not inquire. Stockholders, for
instance, may vote to not have certain facts about corpo-
rate behavior disclosed to them.’® Or investors can be kept
in the dark. Wells Fargo, according to prosecutors, allegedly
hid fraudulent banking practices “from investors by chang-
ing its public descriptions of its sales practices over several
years.”® Subordinates, meanwhile, may know or even simply
sense that they ought not bring certain facts to the attention

of supervisors, all the better for maintaining the plausible
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deniability of those supervisors.®° Still others, who might
resist organizational misconduct, are prevented from learn-
ing about it by being excluded from meetings or memo
chains. Or they’re ignored, then fired, like Yesenia Guitron, a
Wells Fargo banker who documented fraud and warned bank
managers about it.

But the structural secrecy of organizations is not merely
an outcome of knowing too little. Paradoxically, it can also
be the outcome of knowing too much. “Rules that guarantee
wide distribution of information can increase the amount to
the point that a lot is not read,” writes Vaughan, in her study
of the Challenger shuttle disaster.”” Organizations may also
intentionally use the glut of information to bury evidence of
wrongdoing. This is how Michigan State University allegedly
responded to requests for documents by William Forsyth,
whom the Michigan attorney general appointed to investi-
gate Michigan State’s handling of sexual assault accusations
against Dr. Larry Nassar. In a 2018 update on the investiga-
tion, Forsyth describes how the university frustrated the
investigation by “drowning investigators in irrelevant docu-
ments,” including documents describing bed-bug manage-
ment procedures and a “seemingly endless (and duplicative)
supply of emails from news-clipping services containing pub-
licly available articles.”®?

Denial of knowledge is not just a problem within organiza-
tions. There are significant barriers that confound regulators’,
the press’s, and the public’s efforts to learn of organizational
misconduct. Regulators, though tasked with the responsibil-
ity to uncover “guilty knowledge,” are highly dependent on
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the organizations that they’re meant to monitor. Most can-
not access the places, information, and people needed to
expose wrongdoing without coordinating with the organiza-
tion itself.%® This dependence leads to a predictable difficulty.
Organizations often know when regulators or outside observ-
ers will visit and audit them. Because of this, they can manipu-
late the conditions of audits, hiding incriminating information.

For instance, at Abu Ghraib, the US military prevented
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) monitors
from interviewing some detainees, particularly those held by
the CIA. (The ICRC is tasked, by the Geneva Conventions,
with monitoring detention conditions during war.) Some
detainees—known as “ghost detainees”—remained unreg-
istered at Abu Ghraib and were moved constantly through-
out the facility. This prevented the ICRC from knowing of
their detention there. Meanwhile, the US military denied the
ICRC access to a number of detainees during January and
March 2004 visits to the facility.®*

Perpetrators of torture further confound the ability of
outsiders to discover torture through their use of stealth—
that is, nonscarring and, in some cases, even nonbruising—
techniques.® Robert H. Willoughby, a student of Erving
Goffman’s, noted this practice among attendants in men-
tal hospitals in the 1950s. Citing Willoughby’s unpublished
thesis, Goffman describes how patients may be “necked”—
again, note the euphemism—or choked “into submission”
with a wet towel “that leaves no visible evidence of mistreat-
ment.” “Absence of mistreatment can be faked,” Goffman

ominously concludes, but “not order.”®
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While organizations that torture are singularly commit-
ted to hiding their crimes, these problems are not limited
to them. Some organizations confound regulators, moni-
tors, and other external observers by simply not creating
paper trails. According to a lawsuit brought by the State of
New York, the Sackler family, owners of Purdue Pharma,
the maker of the opioid OxyContin, “abolished quarterly re-
ports” and “insisted that numbers be recounted only orally
to board members.”®” This might have had two effects. One
was to preserve the plausible deniability of board members
for Purdue Pharma’s role in the opioid crisis. In the absence
of a paper trail, outsiders wouldn’t know for sure what Purdue
Pharma’s board indeed knew about the risks and sales of their
drug. The other was to thin out Purdue Pharma’s paper trail,
making that role more difficult to discover in the first place.
Distributors of opioids, meanwhile, allegedly “warned phar-
macies when their monthly opioid limits were approaching,
then helped them manipulate the timing and volume of or-
ders to circumvent the limits. On the rare occasion when a
distributor would conduct ‘surprise’ audits of its customers,
it would often alert them in advance, the complaint says.”*®

Organizations can also suppress information and evi-
dence, keeping it out of the public eye. For decades, tobacco
companies did just this, keeping studies that pointed to the
harmful effects of tobacco use from becoming public.®” They
can also disguise incriminating information. For the better
part of three decades, petroleum companies, particularly
ExxonMobil, appear to have misled the public about the
link between their products and climate change. While the
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company’s scientists produced reports, some of which were
indeed published and discussed publicly, affirming the link
between carbon emissions and climate change, the company
published ads and funded think tanks that denied the link,
intentionally sowing uncertainty and hiding climate change
in the plain sight of information overload and in the fog of
climate change skepticism.”®

Organizational misconduct, as well as the misconduct of
employees, can also be kept out of the public eye through
agreements that prevent employees, even victims, from di-
vulging what they know. The tobacco company Philip Morris,
for instance, required its scientists to sign lifelong agreements
not to discuss their work in public. It was only after the com-
pany “released them from that pledge,” at the request of the
US Subcommittee on Health and the Environment, that the
scientists could discuss with Congress their research on the
addictiveness of tobacco.”!

Even more pernicious are the nondisclosure agreements
(NDAGs) that prevent victims from speaking about their expe-
riences publicly. Miramax, the production company founded
by Harvey and Bob Weinstein, pressured some of the women
whom the former had mistreated, harassed, and assaulted to
sign NDAs during settlements. Miramax also required em-
ployees to sign NDAs that prevented employees from “dis-
closing any information” about the two founders.”> These
agreements isolate victims, preventing them from learning
that their experiences are not theirs alone, but part of a pat-
tern of abuse. It prevents the public from understanding the

same. In this way, NDAs can contribute to the perpetuation
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of organizational misconduct. Evidence of wrongdoing re-
mains fragmented, experiences remain unrecognized, vic-
tims remain isolated, and, in the end, perpetrators remain
empowered to continue acting with relative impunity.”* Not
surprisingly, powerful serial sexual harassers and abusers
often make NDAs part of their terror.

The Bush administration popularized a relatively obscure
word—“redaction”—that makes the suppression of evidence
of state crimes both literal and symbolic. It’s literal, for the
word refers to the blacking out of information in released
documents, allegedly for national security reasons. It’s also
symbolic, because redactions gesture beyond what’s kept
from the public and toward the fact of the state’s power to
control information. A single word or phrase might appear on
an otherwise redacted page on a government report. “Cables
indicate that Agency interrogators [redacted word] applied
the waterboard technique to Khalid Shaykh Muhammed”
appears on page 45 of the CIA inspector general’s report
(“Counterterrorism Detention and Interrogation Activities”)
on the CIA’s interrogation program.”* This sentence frag-
ment is surrounded by an ocean of blacked-out text. Other
pages of the report look the same—blocks of blacked-out
text, cracked to expose nearly meaningless combinations of
words: “waterboard on Abu Zubaydah,” for instance.”®

Mass redactions actually seem fairly sophisticated when
compared with the CIA’s destruction of videotapes of its in-
terrogations. The CIA decided to destroy the tapes, some of
which recorded the use of waterboarding, after the release

of the Abu Ghraib photographs in April 2004. According to
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Jose Rodriguez, the agency official who ordered the destruc-
tion of the tapes, the decision was about “getting rid of some
ugly visuals.””® The decision, however, did more than that.
To this day, waterboarding remains the most controversial of
the CIA’s practices. In part, this is because supporters of the
practice have claimed that it can be used with restraint and
care, denials of harm that could have been checked against
the visual record.””

All of this assumes that outside observers want to know
the truth. But this is not always the case. Through the end
of March and all of April 2020, no interviewer had asked
the eventual Democratic nominee, Joe Biden, about Tara
Reade’s allegations that he sexually assaulted her in 1993.”%
Reporting on Harvey Weinstein’s sexual assaults and Donald
J. Trump’s misuse of campaign funds taught the public a new
euphemism, “catch and kill.” The phrase refers to the practice
of news organizations, in this case the company that owns
the National Enquirer, to protect powerful people—often,
men—Dby acquiring exclusive rights to damaging stories

about them and then never publishing the stories.”

These efforts to suppress knowledge of organizational
wrongdoing point to an apparent contradiction. On one
hand, organizational members are socialized into accepting
wrongdoing, seeing it as normal, perhaps necessary, even jus-
tified. But the close control over information—internally, to
keep some in the organization protected from guilty knowl-

edge, and externally, to keep the public ignorant, too—points

printed on 2/14/2023 3:10 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco. conterns-of -use



EBSCChost -

114 | HOW TO CONCEAL MISCONDUCT

to how partial denial always is. The organization that hides
evidence of its wrongdoing remains convinced of its own ille-
gality and immorality. They know, in other words, that they
have something to hide.

The fear is this: secrets rarely stay so. Most organizations
have a “compulsive bureaucratic urge to record every detail,
no matter how loathsome,” Cohen writes in States of Denial.*°
Whistleblowers exploit the urge, leaking internal reports,
damning communications, or, rarely but most spectacu-
larly, photographs and video evidence to the press. Some will
testify publicly, bravely putting a name to their disclosures.
What was only sensed is converted—first into knowledge
and perhaps, eventually, into truth.®!

But once more, denial. It stalks the secrets, chases down

the whistleblowers, and speaks, convincingly, for the accused.
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HOW TO AVOID SCANDAL

Elites Managing Problems

A VIDEO is released of a US presidential candi-
date bragging about sexually assaulting women.
Women testify to the media that the candidate had indeed
sexually assaulted them. The candidate is elected still.

A decade prior, in the months before another presidential
election, a sitting president is embroiled in the country’s first
torture scandal in over a century. Still, he’s reelected and his
defense secretary, who had put his name to a memo authoriz-
ing torture, keeps his job.

Before that, a president lies to Congress about a sexual re-
lationship with a White House intern. He’s impeached by the
House but acquitted by the Senate. He finishes his second
term with enduring support among his political party and
finds a pile of riches waiting for him: book contracts, speak-
ing engagements, and honorary degrees.

Scandals represent a peculiar transformation in denial. At
their onset, they seem to signal the end of denial. Collective
attention finally turns, in spectacular ways, toward personal
misconduct, abuses of power, and social problems. Suddenly,

open secrets become acknowledged and secret secrets burst
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into public view. Investigators investigate; politicians poli-
tick; protesters organize. Change seems within reach.

But then comes the response. Those who are most likely to
be enmeshed in scandals are also the most skilled at extract-
ing themselves from scandals. The discourse of crisis man-
agement comes naturally to most political, corporate, and
media elites. The powerful are also the best resourced, helped
along by masters of denial, apology, and law. Facing scandal,
they rhetorically stutter-step. Scandal lunges, stumbles, and
recovers itself, only empty-handed.

In fact, for all the attention given to them, for all their
power to draw the public in, scandals often do not result
in meaningful political or social change. They don’t even
always damage the reputations of those embroiled in them,
though Andrew Cuomo, the former governor of New York,
might beg to differ.! Now and then, a scandal costs a mid-
dling government official, a college administrator, or a
CEO ajob. Seen more clearly, however, scandal’s meager
burden is this: to bring attention, for a time, to a trans-
gression of social norms or even laws. This attention can
itself have beneficial, collective effects, according to John
Thompson, a British sociologist who’s studied political
scandals. Thompson writes that scandals force the public to
confront “the shortcomings and transgressions” of public
officials and work “through the sometimes painful process
of disclosure, denunciation, and retribution.” Both sorts of
reckonings, Thompson reasons, can reinforce “the norms,
conventions, and institutions” the scandal-inducing trans-

gression initially threatened.’
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Scandal provides us with another opportunity, too: to
observe denial in its most conspicuous forms. Responses to
scandal are now so highly formulaic—scripted, rehearsed,
and often stiffly performed—that these forms are easily de-
tectable. This chapter identifies, defines, and illustrates these
forms, the better to anticipate the next effort of a president,
member of Congress, media talking head, or corporate leader

to extricate themselves from the self-set trap of scandal.

Scandal, Doubled

Scandal begins with the transformation of a previously over-
looked, ignored, or unknown transgression into a public
allegation. The shock of the revelation itself scandalizes and,
in the early stages of scandal, spokespeople often explain or
apologize for the revelation as much as what’s revealed.

We can see this in the very first report on the Abu Ghraib
photographs, which aired on CBS’s 60 Minutes II program
on April 28, 2004. Near the end of the fifteen-minute report
on Abu Ghraib, Dan Rather, the show’s host, questioned
General Mark Kimmitt, then deputy director of coalition op-
erations in Iraq, about a particularly disturbing photograph.
The photo in question showed the corpse of an Iraqi detainee,

later identified as Manadel al-Jamadi.

RATHER: And then there is this picture of an Iraqi man
who appears to be dead and badly beaten.
KiMmMITT: It’s reprehensible that anybody’d be taking a

picture of that situation.
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RATHER: It'd be reprehensible that he’d be taking a pic-
ture of that situation. What about the situation itself??

KimMmitT: Well, I don’t know the facts around what
caused the bruising and the bleeding. Um, if that is also
one of the charges being brought against the soldiers—
that, too, is absolutely unacceptable and completely—
uh—outside of what we expect of our soldiers and our

guards at the prison.

Confronted with a photograph of a dead detainee, injuries
to his face obvious, Kimmitt’s instinct was to condemn the
evidence, the photograph, and the photographer who pro-
duced them—not those who had committed the murder.
But Kimmitt was not alone. Days later, Secretary of Defense
Donald Rumsfeld gave a public apology during a congressio-
nal hearing on Abu Ghraib. But Rumsfeld’s apology largely
focused on the scandal of the revelation itself, expressing
remorse for failing to convey to the president, Congress, and
the public “the gravity of this before we saw it in the media.”*

The scandal of Abu Ghraib was two scandals at once. It
was a torture scandal, which was revealed by the release of the
photographs. But it was also the scandal of the photographs.
On one hand, their existence was scandalous, for they re-
vealed that those who took them had become so desensitized
to torture, or so titillated by it, that they wanted souvenirs
of their violence.® On the other hand, the publication of the
photographs, seemingly out of nowhere, was itself a scandal.
The leak of the photographs revealed that the US military,
the Department of Defense, and the Bush administration had
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failed to oversee detention and interrogation at Abu Ghraib.
The failure was such that President George W. Bush and
the US Congress were all apparently unaware of the photo-
graphs’ existence and impending release by CBS.

But Abu Ghraib is unusual. Rarely does a scandal arrive as
fully formed, as it did in the spring of 2004. No surprise, then,
that the photographs ruptured US politics. More common,
however, are scandals that arrive through the slow leak of in-
formation. Even still, many of these scandals are themselves
doubled. They are scandals of initial transgressions; they are
scandals, too, of cover-up. As I initially drafted this chap-
ter in September 2019, the New Yorker published (another)
article by Ronan Farrow that illustrates the double nature
of scandal. Farrow, who’d previously investigated Harvey
Weinstein’s crimes and Weinstein’s efforts to hide them, now
reported on the MIT Media Lab and the lab’s then—but
soon to be former—director, Joi Ito. Farrow’s article detailed
how Ito solicited funding and other forms of financial sup-
port from Jeftrey Epstein. This relationship continued even
after the latter had pled guilty to “state charges of solicitation
of prostitution and procurement of minors for prostitution”
and been disqualified by MIT from giving donations.®

Ito’s relationship with Epstein was bad enough. But
Farrow’s reporting that Ito and Peter Cohen, the lab’s direc-
tor of development and strategy, had actively covered up their
work with Epstein deepened the scandal and led to Ito’s resig-
nation the day after the article’s publication. Farrow’s investi-
gation revealed myriad strategies of effacement and cover-up.

Epstein was referred to only by his initials in Ito’s calendar;

printed on 2/14/2023 3:10 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco. conterns-of -use



EBSCChost -

120 | HOW TO AVOID SCANDAL

full names of other high-profile guests of the lab were typical.
Epstein’s donations were listed as “anonymous.” His name
was scrubbed from records of donations that he himself so-
licited from other wealthy donors. Cohen, meanwhile, tried
to keep at least one faculty member, Ethan Zuckerman, who
opposed the lab’s relationship with Epstein, from knowing
about the latter’s visits to the lab. Farrow writes, “In 2015, as
Epstein’s visit drew near, Cohen instructed his staff to insure
that Zuckerman, if he unexpectedly arrived while Epstein
was present, be kept away from the glass-walled office in
which Epstein would be conducting meetings.” The revela-
tion of the cover-up, as much or perhaps even more than what
was covered up, doomed Ito.

There is, then, the scandal of transgression and the scandal
of transgression’s concealment. Thompson helpfully distin-
guishes between these, calling them first-order and second-
order transgressions.” First-order transgressions are the
initial actions that violate norms or laws. This is the torture
committed at Abu Ghraib. It is Ito’s solicitation of money
and support from Epstein, even after MIT had prohibited fi-
nancial relationships with him. Second-order transgressions
are all the efforts—often within the law, though sometimes
barely—to keep those first-order transgressions from becom-
ing public in the first place.

Both forms of scandal are visible in media coverage and
the US House’s investigation of President Trump’s dealings
with Ukrainian president Volodymyr Zelensky, which even-
tually led to Trump’s first impeachment. First-order trans-

gressions, such as Trump’s request that Ukraine investigate
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the Bidens in exchange for US aid, were at the center of this
scandal. (The sudden cultural currency of the phrase “quid
pro quo” is evidence of this.) But certainly the initial power of
the scandal also involved second-order transgressions, such
as the revelation that Trump’s phone call with Zelensky had
been covered up, inappropriately classified in order to protect
Trump.

Even if legal, second-order transgressions scandalize for
a few reasons. By trying to hide first-order transgressions,
people reveal that they realize those transgressions are dis-
crediting, improper, even unethical or illegal, all claims
to ignorance of criminality or innocent intentions aside.
Additionally, second-order transgressions are often betrayals
of public trust and the rule of law. Particularly in liberal de-
mocracies, power—political power certainly and to a lesser
extent economic and institutional power—is meant to be
wielded openly and transparently.® Ironically, then, the con-
cealment of a first-order transgression, particularly by elected
officials, can be more damaging than the first-order transgres-
sion itself. Former president Bill Clinton, for instance, found
himself impeached for perjury and obstruction of justice—
that is, for lying about his affair with Monica Lewinsky—not

for the more famous and better-remembered affair itself.’

Evidence and the “Undeniable” Scandal

First-order transgressions are typically concealed. It usually
takes a disclosure, seemingly out of nowhere, to transform

the hidden transgression into a public scandal. Sometimes,
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scandal arrives in the form of an allegation—one or some-
times several accounts by those privy to the transgression.
But a single allegation, even a few allegations of those in the
know, is vulnerable to the outright denials of the accused.
Stanley Cohen, in States of Denial, refers to this as literal
denial. Those using literal denial claim that alleged trans-
gressions did not occur. Bill Clinton’s infamous lie, “I did not
have sexual relations with that woman,” is an example of this.
Clinton issued his defiant denial in January 1998. At the time,
reports of his affair with then-White House intern Monica
Lewinsky were based solely on the statements of Linda Tripp,
a confidante of Lewinsky, as well as media reports of rumors
that Lewinsky possessed a dress stained with the president’s
semen. When, in July 1998, Lewinsky began cooperating
with Special Prosecutor Kenneth Starr’s investigation and
produced the dress, Clinton was compelled to admit that
he indeed had a “relationship” with Lewinsky that was “not
appropriate.”*’

Scandals that don’t exceed initial allegations are likely to
stall. Or they're likely to give the upper hand to those with
the most institutional and social power. We saw this dramati-
cally in the testimony that Judge Brett M. Kavanaugh, then
President Trump’s nominee to the Supreme Court, gave to
the Senate Judiciary Committee in September 2018. After
an initial and fairly standard nomination hearing before the
Judiciary Committee, Kavanaugh returned to address accusa-
tions made by Dr. Christine Blasey Ford that Kavanaugh had
sexually assaulted her during a party in the summer of 1982.

Using literal denial, Kavanaugh denied being at the party at
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which the alleged assault happened; he also denied having as-
saulted Ford. In support of his denials, Kavanaugh cited the
statements of four other people who, according to Ford, were
allegedly at the party. All, Kavanaugh said, did not recall the
assault. One, a friend of Ford, had “no recollection of ever
being at a party or gathering” where Kavanaugh was present.'!

In his testimony to the Senate Judiciary Committee,
Kavanaugh dramatically performed his denials, expressing
righteous indignation, anger, and despair at the potential de-
railment of his career and public reputation. Because there
was no compelling, documentary evidence to support Ford’s
accusation, Kavanaugh had the performative space to exe-
cute his outrage.'” Indeed, the most important documentary
evidence, a calendar that Kavanaugh kept during the summer
of 1982, neither proved nor disproved Ford’s allegations. No
doubt, Kavanaugh understood that the political and media
allies would allow him to address the scandal in “he said /

she said” terms.

Beyond Allegations: The Potency of Documentary Evidence

More potent than allegations are documentary forms of
evidence, particularly incriminating letters or emails, pho-
tographs, tape-recorded conversations, and, now, texts and
social media communications. Documentary evidence
preserves back-stage words, actions, and events that are oth-
erwise ephemeral. This, then, gives them their revelatory
power: documentary evidence seems to bring the private into

public view."?

printed on 2/14/2023 3:10 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco. conterns-of -use



EBSCChost -

124 | HOW TO AVOID SCANDAL

These forms of evidence are especially powerful for sev-
eral reasons. They're highly reproducible and can be quickly
disseminated through the media. They are also compelling
props for the performance of scandals. Documents can be
held up during congressional testimony and dramatically
read. Audio recordings can be played aloud for witnesses.
Photographs can run on the covers of newspapers, on pro-
test signs, or behind news anchors as they deliver reports.

Documentary forms of evidence also act as checks on de-
nial, though only in a rather narrow sense. Credible docu-
mentary forms of evidence often foreclose literal denial, the
outright denial of an alleged transgression. This is particu-
larly true of direct forms of evidence, such as photographs,
video recordings, and audio recordings. These forms of
evidence seem to reproduce a first-order transgression as it
had occurred or in a way that seems to directly capture the
transgression.

After the release of the Abu Ghraib photographs, it be-
came impossible for the Bush administration to outright
deny that detainees were being mistreated by US soldiers,
at least at a single detention facility in Iraq. Rumsfeld, for
instance, said of the photos, “We have taken a beating in
the world for things we were not doing that were alleged to
be done. Now we’re taking a beating, understandably, for
things that did, in fact, happen.”’* Confronting the pho-
tographs, a politician would seem a step or two outside
the “reality-based community,” to borrow the infamous
phrase attributed to Karl Rove, if they outright denied what

the photographs showed: naked detainees, some in stress
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positions, others being forced to simulate sexual acts, oth-
ers jeered at by US soldiers.'

Cellphone and body-camera videos of police officers
beating or killing Black men and boys have proven undeni-
able in another sense: they can act as direct checks on offi-
cers’ descriptions of those killings. For instance, in October
2014, Jason Van Dyke, an officer with the Chicago police, fa-
tally shot Laquan McDonald, a seventeen-year-old African
American teenager. Officer accounts and official reports of
the shooting claimed McDonald, who was carrying a knife
with a three-inch blade, attempted to stab officers before the
shooting. This account held up for over a year, until a county
judge ordered Chicago to release dashboard-camera foot-
age of the shooting. On November 24, 2015, hours before the
video was released, Van Dyke was charged with first-degree
murder. The released footage showed McDonald walking
near but not toward officers. And the footage contradicted
officers’ claims that McDonald had attempted to attack them.
Ultimately, the video acted as a check on the public denials
of the Chicago police department and eventually contrib-
uted to the 2018 conviction of Van Dyke for the murder of
McDonald.'¢

Similarly, cellphone footage that showed Michael T.
Slager, a white police officer in North Charleston, South
Carolina, shooting Walter L. Scott in the back contradicted
Slager’s official account of the 2015 shooting. The release of
the footage, taken by Feidin Santana, a bystander, eventually
led to Slager’s federal prosecution for violating Scott’s civil

rights and a twenty-year sentence."”
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More recently, bystander video proved critical to the pros-
ecution and eventual conviction of Derek Chauvin for the
2020 murder of George Floyd in Minneapolis, Minnesota.
The Minneapolis Police Department’s initial account de-
scribed Floyd’s death as caused by a “medical incident” that
occurred during Floyd’s arrest. Bystander video, by contrast,
revealed that Chauvin kneeled on Floyd’s neck for nine and a
half minutes, ignoring Floyd’s pleas and a crowd of witnesses’
protests.

Video recordings can undercut law enforcements’ ac-
counts of how that violence occurred. But they do not guar-
antee a conviction of officers or an end to denial. In 1992, a
jury acquitted the Los Angeles police officers involved in the
brutal beating and tasing of Rodney King, despite the re-
corded evidence of the assault. Over two decades later, a New
York grand jury declined to bring criminal charges against
Officer Daniel Pantaleo of the New York Police Department
after Pantaleo killed Eric Garner during a video-recorded
confrontation on a Staten Island sidewalk.'® Though literally
undeniable, these recordings and others like them remain
vulnerable to officers’ claims of necessity and self-defense, as
well as the US legal system’s willingness to legitimize those
claims.

Photographs and video recordings seem to be a special
case of documentary evidence. They offer a singular form of
directness and objectivity, in that the devices that produce
them record whatever appears before them, independent of
the subjective intentions of the person operating those de-

vices. (This assumes the images have not been modified or
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faked.) The French philosopher Roland Barthes put this
quality of visual records best in his writing on photography:
“In Photography, I can never deny that the thing has been
there.”??

Audio recordings come close to this level of directness.
Richard Nixon, Thompson argues, was done in by the pres-
ence of undeniable—again, in that literal sense—recordings
that incriminated him in the Watergate break-in.>° The
Trump administration’s handling of “transcripts” of the
president’s call with President Zelensky of Ukraine speaks,
though only in an oblique way, to this quality of audio re-
cords.?! The Trump administration released a document
they—and many in the media—referred to as a transcript
of the call. But the incompleteness of the document, and its
potential partiality toward the president, became caught in
processes of claims making and counterclaims making. The
document was, in fact, a “memorandum” and not a “verbatim
transcript” of the phone call. (The document itself said this,
and yet it was still referred to as a transcript.) No doubt, the
release of an actual audio recording of Trump’s call would
have been received differently by the media and public.

But even written documents can offer a seemingly local
perspective on first-order transgressions. This is particularly
so of written documents that are richly descriptive, so as to
provide the proverbial “thousand words” a photograph is said
to be worth. Such documents have particular power when
their authors are insiders to the organizations, corporations,
or institutions that committed the transgressions. When au-

thors are aligned with those who committed the first—order
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transgressions, readers are often more willing to treat those
written accounts as credible, even objective.

For instance, human-rights organizations produce vitally
important investigations of torture. These investigations doc-
ument torture’s use; its physical, psychological, and social ef-
fects on victims; and even its effect on perpetrators. These
investigations chip away at denial, by bringing hidden acts to
public attention. By promoting a political culture of monitor-
ing and accountability, they also may contain the use of tor-
ture.”” But these investigations are vulnerable. Government
officials who authorize torture, their allies in the media, and
their supporters among the public often deeply mistrust
human-rights and civil liberties organizations. They accuse
these organizations of bias (against the country, an adminis-
tration, or a regime). Or of naiveté (for trusting the country’s
enemies to provide honest accounts of torture). These two
claims are part of the literal denial package.?® Political offi-
cials alleged to have authorized or ignored torture use these
claims to discredit those making the allegations. If these
claims work, the allegation, no matter how well documented,
may disappear. But when government officials, national secu-
rity officials, soldiers, or interrogators themselves document
torture, the effects are far more unsettling to the political
status quo.>* Simply put, it’s much more difficult to discredit
these actors, who serve the very country and institutions im-
plicated in torture.

This is how the US detention facility at Guantdnamo be-
came a scandal. In 2004, when Abu Ghraib threatened to

consume the Bush administration, Guantdnamo stood out
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as a contrasting success story. Members of Congress, partic-
ularly Republicans, praised the interrogations that occurred
at the facility. They did so, in part, to downplay concerns that
there were systemic problems of detainee abuse and torture
in the United States’ war on terror. This was possible because
there was not yet an official, documentary record of abuse
and torture at Guanténamo. Human-rights organizations
had been raising concerns about the facility since its opening
in 2002. They had, however, raised them in a political culture
unwilling to listen. Members of Congress downplayed con-
cerns about the facility; some even labeled criticisms of the
facility as un-American.”® More frequently, these concerns
were simply ignored.

Then, in December 2004, the Department of Justice re-
leased emails and memos written by FBI agents who had
been stationed at Guantdnamo. In these documents, FBI
agents expressed serious concerns about military interro-
gations at the facility. One described the interrogations as
involving “torture techniques.””® Another described the
treatment of detainees in excruciating detail, offering the
sort of local depiction more typical of photographs. (For ease
of reading, I've added periods to the end of sentences in the
email; these appear lost from the copy of the email released

by the Department of Justice.)

On a couple of occasions, I entered interview rooms to find
a detainee chained hand and foot in a fetal position to the
floor, with no chair, food or water. Most times they had uri-

nated and defecated on themselves and had been left there
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for 18 to 24 hours or more. On one occasion, the air condi-
tioning had been turned so far down and the temperature
was so cold in the room that the barefooted detainee was
shaking with cold. On another occasion, the air condition-
ing had been turned off, making the temperature in the
unventilated room probably well over 100 degrees. The de-
tainee was almost unconscious on the floor, with a pile of
hair lying next to him. He had apparently literally been pull-

ing his own hair out throughout the night.>”

In 2005, a Time magazine article included excerpts of
another official document—a military interrogation log of
Mohammed al-Qahtani, then still classified—that offered
a play-by-play account of abuse and torture at the facility.*®
Investigations again followed. Congressional hearings, too.
Eventually, both political parties largely abandoned their
support of the facility. The public and political image of
Guantidnamo would never recover (though its use to hold de-
tainees indefinitely endures to this day).

Local accounts are powerful scandal makers. There are
several reasons for this. On one hand, local accounts typi-
cally describe first-order transgressions in narrative form.
Transgressors can be figured as perpetrators, even villains.
These are familiar, easily understood characters.*® By iden-
tifying these characters, local accounts aid in the pursuit of
accountability and closure to the breach in the moral order.
They do so by figuring the cause of a problem or scandal in the
form of a few people, at whom blame can be directed or laws

enforced, rather than in opaque institutions or the seemingly
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inscrutable social structure by which sociologists explain col-
lective ills.

Local accounts may also identify and describe the suffer-
ing of victims. This can take evocative form, as in the FBI
email above. These descriptions help readers empathize with
victims. They may also provoke outrage. No surprise, then,
that human-rights organizations tell stories, often of the suf-
fering of one, when attempting to engage the public.>®

Local accounts, too, also transform enduring, often sys-
temic, problems into digestible episodes. In so doing, they
affirm the agency of individual actors and, especially, whis-
tleblowers that interrupt, interfere, or prevent transgressions.
They suggest, in other words, that a few right-minded, coura-
geous people can reveal, even stop, abuses of power. Joseph
Darby, a US reservist, helped end the nightmare of Abu
Ghraib by passing compact discs of digital photographs to
a military investigator. Alberto Mora, a navy lawyer, mean-
while recorded his opposition to the Bush administration’s
interrogation policies; doing so, he pressured the Department
of Defense to change those policies. Whistleblowers, too, fig-
ure prominently in the 2019 House investigations of Trump’s
dealings with Ukraine. To be sure, most whistleblowers
are initially, if not enduringly, reviled, particularly by those
whose power they threaten. But when a scandal converts
enough of the public and the powerful, whistleblowers often
become heroes.

Conversely, local accounts can also instruct by revealing
the individuals who failed to act; these are the stories of by-

standers who might have prevented brewing trouble from
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bubbling over. Thus the power of the fable of the “thirty-
eight witnesses” to Genovese’s murder. We read of the pas-
sive bystanders—those who failed to take action, those who
became complicit through inaction—in accounts of sexual
violence at Penn State and Miramax.*!

In all these ways, local accounts affirm the agency and
power of individuals. They resonate, then, with common-
sense understandings, especially in the United States, about
the causes and solutions to political and social problems.*?
They background intractable factors that produce first-order
transgressions—permissive policies, government or corpo-
rate secrecy, social and economic power, to name a few. This
is its own sort of denial. But certainly part of the scandalizing
power of local accounts is that they render problems intelli-

gible, even solvable, to the public.

On the Limits of Evidence

But evidence takes us only so far. We risk overestimating evi-
dence, particularly photographic evidence, when we claim it
is “undeniable.” A photograph, or an audio recording, or even
a written account may seem to give us a window on the back-
stage dealings and crimes of the powerful. But we still need to
describe what we see. We need to understand it. And we need
to discover what’s just beyond the horizon. The release of
some particularly scandalous bit of evidence signals, then, not
the end of politics, but the beginning. Likewise, it is not the
end of denial, but a phase beyond outright, or literal, denial.
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Choose a scandal, any scandal, instigated by the release
of visual evidence, and this is quickly apparent. As a candi-
date and president, Donald Trump outright denied that he’s
sexually assaulted, sexually harassed, or mistreated women.
But following the release of the Access Hollywood footage of
an off-screen conversation between him and host Billy Bush,
Trump could not outright deny that he spoke these words
about women: “You know, I'm automatically attracted to
beautiful ...—Ijust start kissing them. It’s like a magnet. Just
kiss. I don’t even wait. And when you're a star, they let you do
it. You can do anything.” And these: “Grab 'em by the pussy.
You can do anything.”?

Rather than manage the scandal of these comments with
literal denial, Trump relied on what Cohen calls interpretive
denial** This is a rhetorical strategy through which the de-
nier relabels a first-order transgression. Usually, the denier
relabels the transgression with a less serious term. For in-
stance, Trump used interpretive denial to relabel his words
as “locker room talk.”** They reflected, he suggested, not a
description of actual actions—sexual assaults—but mas-
culine bluster. This use of interpretive denial attempts two
things at once. On one hand, Trump attempted to normalize
his speech, suggesting it’s typical of how most heterosexual
men speak, to each other and about women, behind closed
doors. On the other hand, he also tried to transform the talk
into talk only, rather than a description of a reality in which
he indeed sexually assaults women, as critics construed the

taped confession.
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But what of evidence of actual events, not words? The Abu
Ghraib photographs were undeniable at a literal level. But
the release of them precipitated a competition to label what
they showed. Most politicians and many media members re-
ferred to the “abuse” or “mistreatment” of detainees at Abu
Ghraib, rather than the “torture.”*® Some did so seemingly by
default, not arguing against the use of the label “torture” per
se, but still avoiding the word. In the first report on the Abu
Ghraib photographs, the news anchor Dan Rather referred to
US soldiers as having “mistreated” detainees, and 60 Minutes
IT’s initial reporting on Abu Ghraib used the word “abuse,”
not torture.>” Others, like Rumsfeld, were more explicit and
intentional in their use of interpretive denial. Responding to
a question about whether torture occurred at Abu Ghraib,
Rumsfeld answered, “I think that—I'm not a lawyer. My im-
pression is that what has been charged thus far is abuse, which
I believe technically is different from torture. I don’t know if
the—it is correct to say what you just said, that torture has
taken place, or that there’s been a conviction for torture. And
therefore I'm not going to address the torture word.”*®

Later, some of the techniques photographed at Abu
Ghraib—keeping detainees in painful stress positions, for
instance—would be reinterpreted in a different way. When
it turned out that the Bush administration had authorized
the CIA to use techniques like stress positions, beatings, and
waterboarding, torture went from merely “abuse,” which still
remains a crime, to (allegedly) acceptable, professional, so-
phisticated “enhanced interrogation” techniques. In this case,

interpretive denial reworks the illegality and immorality of
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torture, drawing it into the sphere oflegitimate discourse and
policy through the use of a sanitizing euphemism.**

Interpretive denial allows claims makers to do two
things at once: acknowledge the literal existence of what-
ever problem or scandal is under scrutiny, while denying its
problematic or scandalous nature. Empirically cornered by
compelling evidence and public pressure, those using inter-
pretive denial first place themselves within the reality-based
community of their critics. They admit, if even only implic-
itly, the validity of that compelling evidence. But then they
void it by renaming what the evidence shows.

Interpretive denial is often combined with what Cohen
refers to as implicatory denial.*® These are the justifications
that deflate scandals; most are similar to the everyday ones I
described in chapter 3: denial of victim and denial of harm.

For instance, in the Bush administration’s rendering,
victims of torture were “unlawful, enemy combatants,”
“the worst of the worst,” or, simply, “terrorists.”*! They
were frequently described as resisting traditional—that is,
nontorturous—interrogation techniques. And the US public
was told that these detainees had information about immi-
nent terrorist attacks. Through these descriptions of detain-
ees, the Bush administration denied the victim status of
those who suffered torture, cast survivors of torture as de-
serving of their treatment, and construed torture as a neces-
sary, life-saving practice.*?

The Obama administration used implicatory denial to jus-
tify the linchpin of its national security policies: drone strikes.

To an unprecedented extent, the Obama administration
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employed unmanned aerial vehicles, or drones, to conduct
surveillance of, and, in many cases, missile strikes against,
apparent terrorists, supposed threats to US security. In a May
2013 speech, Obama described the program’s efficacy, dou-
bling down on many of the same justifications that Bush had

used when addressing CIA torture.

To begin with, our actions are effective. Don’t take my word
for it. In the intelligence gathered at bin Laden’s compound,
we found that he wrote, “We could lose the reserves to en-
emy’s air strikes. We cannot fight air strikes with explosives.”
Other communications from al Qaeda operatives confirm
this as well. Dozens of highly skilled al Qaeda command-
ers, trainers, bomb makers and operatives have been taken
off the battlefield. Plots have been disrupted that would
have targeted international aviation, U.S. transit systems,
European cities and our troops in Afghanistan. Simply put,

these strikes have saved lives.*?

And yet the New York Times’ Scott Shane reported in 2015 that
“every independent investigation of the strikes has found far
more civilian casualties than administration officials admit.
Gradually, it has become clear that when operators in Nevada
fire missiles into remote tribal territories on the other side of
the world, they often do not know who they are killing, but
are making an imperfect best guess.”**

The Obama administration’s rhetorical management of
force-feeding at Guantdnamo also included both interpretive

and implicatory forms of denial. In 2013, approximately 100
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detainees at Guantdnamo participated in a prolonged hunger
strike. About forty, or one-quarter of all detainees, were even-
tually force-fed. Military personnel strapped detainees to a
restraint chair, inserted feeding tubes through their noses
into their stomachs, and pumped fluids—such as the meal
supplement Ensure—through those tubes. Legal, medical,
and human-rights experts referred to the practice as torture.
Detainees described the act as extraordinarily painful and
humiliating. In an April 2013 op-ed in the New York Times,
Samir Naji al Hasan Mogbel, then a detainee at Guantédnamo,

evocatively described the horror of force-feeding.

I will never forget the first time they passed the feeding tube
up my nose. I can’t describe how painful it is to be force-fed
this way. As it was thrust in, it made me feel like throwing up. I
wanted to vomit, but I couldn’t. There was agony in my chest,
throat and stomach. T had never experienced such pain before.

Iwould not wish this cruel punishment upon anyone.*

As the number of detainees on hunger strike rose, and as
more and more of those hunger strikers were force-fed, the
Obama administration faced a brewing scandal. Press cover-
age of Guantdnamo increased dramatically with the spread of
the hunger strike. And even members of Obama’s party, such
as Senator Dianne Feinstein, spoke against force-feeding.*

Military spokespeople responded by denying that force-
feeding constituted torture. In fact, they denied that force-
feeding constituted force-feeding, referring to it with a

medicalized term, “enteral feeding.” This use of interpretive
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denial downplayed the act’s coercive qualities; like euphe-
misms and jargon more generally, it names the act without
calling up a picture of it.*” The Obama administration, mean-
while, used the discourse of care to justify force-feeding, call-
ing the practice a necessary, life-saving measure.*® “I don’t
want these individuals to die,” Obama told reporters in April

2013, at the onset of the hunger strike.*

Changing the Topic

By using literal, interpretive, and implicatory denial, those
caught in scandal try to extricate themselves. By literal
denial, they attempt to void allegations of wrongdoing. By
interpretive denial, they attempt to downplay allegations by
draining them of their seriousness. And through implicatory
denial, they admit so much—the allegation is true—but then
they explain it away.

Still other rhetorical strategies are less direct, aiming not
at the allegations but at public attention to the allegations. In
this, I have in mind the rhetorical strategies of redirection,
which are meant to keep public attention from focusing on a
scandal in the first place. Or, if that attention is already there,
the rhetorical strategies of redirection aim at relocating it.

Robert McNamara, in his interviews with the documen-
tary filmmaker Errol Morris, described how he, as secretary
of defense during the Vietnam War, learned to “never answer
the question that is asked of you. Answer the question that
you wished that was asked of you and quite frankly I follow

that rule, it’s a really good rule.”*°
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Pivot, in other words. Politicians, commentator after com-
mentator after commentator has pointed out, rely on pivoting
to subtly change a topic from a losing one to a winning one. A

2012 NPR article illustrates the strategy.

During the 2004 debates between President Bush and
his challenger, Democrat John Kerry, the moderator, Bob
Schieffer of CBS News, asked President Bush about job
loss. What, Schieffer wondered, would Bush say to someone
who has lost his job? Bush began by promising to “continue
to grow our economy” and then, subtly, changed course.
Suddenly, Bush was talking about education, specifically
his signature No Child Left Behind legislation. “I went to
Washington to solve problems,” he explained. “And I saw a

problem in the public education system.”>!

Redirecting to education is, apparently, an instinct of
politicians. Former president Bill Clinton did just this when,
in late January 1998, he issued a defiant denial of his sexual
relationship with Lewinsky. Introduced by Vice President
Al Gore as “America’s true education President,” Clinton
spoke for six minutes on education and child care, even as
he addressed the investigation into his relationship with
Lewinsky. According to the New York Times, “White House
aides claimed to be delighted with the coverage of the event,
arguing that Mr. Clinton’s initiatives had received more at-
tention than they would have otherwise.”?

Later in the year, when Clinton would admit to a rela-

tionship with Lewinsky, he would employ another strategy

printed on 2/14/2023 3:10 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco. conterns-of -use



EBSCChost -

140 | HOW TO AVOID SCANDAL

of redirection, declaring that the scandal—or the surround-
ing “blame game”—was itself a distraction from more “im-
portant work.”* After apologizing for misleading his wife,
Congress, and the US people about his relationship with
Lewinsky, Clinton closed his August 17, 1998, speech with
this strategy:

Our country has been distracted by this matter for too long,
and I take my responsibility for my part in all of this. That is
all T can do. Now it is time—in fact, it is past time to move
on. We have important work to do—real opportunities to
seize, real problems to solve, real security matters to face.
And so tonight, I ask you to turn away from the spectacle
of the past seven months, to repair the fabric of our national
discourse, and to return our attention to all the challenges

and all the promise of the next American century.>*

Donald Trump used a similar strategy in his videotaped
apology for his statements to Billy Bush, redirecting attention
back to what he calls the “real world™ “Let’s be honest—we're
living in the real world. This is nothing more than a distrac-
tion from the important issues we're facing today. We are los-
ing our jobs, we're less safe than we were eight years ago, and
Washington is totally broken. Hillary Clinton and her kind
have run our country into the ground.”** There are still other
forms of redirection to be found in Trump’s statement. In it,
Trump uses two well-worn strategies of denial: condemn-
ing the condemners and advantageous comparisons. Using

the former strategy, Trump calls out Hillary Clinton—the
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person most likely to politically gain from the scandal in
which Trump put himself. Then, after this condemnation,
Trump used an advantageous comparison, contrasting his
“foolish” words with the worse actions of the Clintons: “I've
said some foolish things but there’s a big difference between
the words and actions of other people. Bill Clinton has ac-
tually abused women, and Hillary has bullied, attacked,
shamed, and intimidated his victims.”>® The comparison is
meant to diminish the significance of Trump’s behavior by
drawing attention to other, allegedly worse behaviors. The
Trump campaign tried to add a performative dimension
to this rhetorical denial by attempting to seat accusers of
Bill Clinton in the VIP Box during the second presidential
debate.’’

Corporations build advantageous comparisons into their
public relations strategies. In a study of corporate malfea-
sance, Jenny White, Albert Bandura, and Lisa A. Bero show
how the tobacco and lead industries relied on this technique
to downplay concerns about their products. Philip Morris,
for instance, produced an “environmental tobacco smoke”
strategy that involved a “risk assessment methodology” to
contrast the harms of cigarettes with the equivalent or worse,
“commonly found environmental agents such as those found
in indoor air (volatile organic chemicals), foods (pesticides),
and water (lead, fluorine).”® These claims may trickle down
to users. Years ago, standing at a busy intersection at Boston,
I reactively flinched when a pungent puft of a nearby smok-
er’s cigarette drifted into my face. At my response, the smoker

muttered, “There’s more toxins in a cup of water.”
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Stanley Cohen, meanwhile, documents the use of advanta-
geous comparisons by governments accused of human-rights
violations. “By contrasting your own harmful acts,” Cohen
writes, “with the more reprehensible inhumanities commit-
ted by your adversary, your record looks good. . . . So: what-
ever we do is nothing compared with what they do. Indeed,
under the circumstances, we behave with great restraint and
according to the rule of law.”*® Consider President George W.
Bush’s 2004 statement to mark the UN’s International Day in
Support of Victims of Torture. The day, June 26, was not two
months after the release of photographs showing US soldiers
“abusing” detainees at Abu Ghraib.°° Bush acknowledged
this: “The American people were horrified by the abuse of de-
tainees at Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq. These acts were wrong.
They were inconsistent with our policies and our values as a
Nation. I have directed a full accounting for the abuse of the
Abu Ghraib detainees, and investigations are underway to re-
view detention operations in Iraq and elsewhere.”®" But then,
Bush pivoted to advantageous comparisons with the atroci-

ties of Saddam Hussein:

A little over a year ago, American service members and
our coalition partners freed the Iraqi people from a dic-
tatorship that routinely tortured and executed innocent
citizens because of what they believed in or what ethnic or
religious group they came from. In torture chambers, inno-
cent Iraqis were brutalized and the bodies of the dead left in
mass graves. Throughout the past year, Americans have as-

sisted the Iraqi people in establishing institutions to ensure
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accountability so that such acts do not occur again and to

help victims recover.®

A century prior, the New York Times” editors used an ap-
palling advantageous comparison to downplay and redirect
from the United States’ use of water-torture techniques—
then euphemistically referred to as the “water cure”—in the
country’s colonial war in the Philippines. In an editorial en-
titled “Tortures and Tortures,” the Times’ editors denied the
seriousness of the water cure by comparing it to the lynch-
ing of Black Americans. Addressing one of their own corre-
spondents, who the day prior wrote, “the torture. .. could not
with impunity be employed . .. on the Continent of North
America,” the editors respond, “[We] commend to our corre-
spondent the stories of roasting to death, in North America,
of persons accused of crimes, and to point out to him that
these human holocausts are avowedly made for mere re-
venge, whereas the water cure, in every instance in which the
employment of it has been charged, was employed as a prac-
tical measure of prevention and self-protection, and not vin-
dictively, nor as punishment at all.”®3

The Times’ editors go further by claiming that members
of Congress most concerned with the water cure represent
communities most “rife” with lynching. Here, an advanta-
geous comparison does several things at once. It issues a con-
demnation of the condemners—by suggesting the hypocrisy
of apparently antitorture members of Congress, who are (al-
legedly) indifferent to lynching in the United States. It de-

nies the harms of the water cure, by contrasting it to death at
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the hands of the white American lynch mob. And it involves
implicatory denial, offering the “legitimate” justification of
water torture: it is a “practical measure of prevention” and,
according to the Times’ editors, therefore justifiable for not
being “mere revenge.” From the tone of the editorial, how-
ever, it’s not clear whether the Times’ editors believe the aver-
age reader should be more outraged at lynching than they are

or merely less outraged at the “water cure.”®*

Sorry, Not Sorry

Yet another strategy of scandal management, the apology,
is the frontier between denial and acknowledgment. The
ideal apology neither excuses nor justifies the transgression.
Rather, the ideal apology includes several things: recognition
of the harmfulness of an act; an acceptance, by the apology
giver, of responsibility; and an expression of remorse, prefer-
ably the words “I'm sorry,” for the act and its harms. Often,
the ideal apology includes a promise that the apology giver
will not repeat the behavior. This apology is a magical com-
bination of words. Through the sheer language of genuine
remorse and responsibility, a deep, meaningful, and enduring
transformation may occur. The wrong is righted. The social
norm, injured by the transgression, is healed. And the trans-
gressor’s identity, broken by the offense, may be repaired.®®
But such apologies are rare. More common are nonapolo-
gies. One apologizes not for the transgression, but for how
others responded to it. “I'm sorry if I offended you,” this apol-

ogy goes. Here, the apology giver excuses their behavior,
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implying that they had no intent to harm or offend. Worse,
the apology giver insinuates that the wrong, in fact, is on the
side of the aggrieved, whose response is the problem, rather
than the act itself.%®

Nonapologies often include forms of bolstering. The com-
munications scholar William L. Benoit identified bolstering
in the “image-repair” strategies that politicians and corpora-
tions use in the face of scandal. Those who use it emphasize
their own positive qualities, even in the face of allegations
of wrongdoing. Bolstering redirects from first-order and
second-order transgressions by putting attention on qualities
that those ensnared in scandal hope may redeem them yet.

On October s, 2017, the New York Times published an in-
vestigation, written by Jodi Kantor and Megan Twohey, of
Harvey Weinstein’s serial sexual harassment and abuse of
women. The same day, Weinstein gave a brief, written state-
ment to the Times, staking his reputation and career on 400
or so words. His response, which superficially resembles an
apology, contains a dizzying mix of common rhetorical deni-
als, those described in chapter 3, deployed with neither skill
nor precision. Weinstein opens the statement with an excuse,
a denial of responsibility for his behavior: “I came of age in
the 60’s and 70’s, when all the rules about behavior and work-
places were different.” Then he denies that the very excuse
that he’s offered is an excuse at all, implying lack of intent
in his treatment of others: “I have since learned it’s not an
excuse, in the office—or out of it.” Then, an apology: “I ap-
preciate the way I've behaved with colleagues in the past has

caused alot of pain, and I sincerely apologize for it.” Nowhere
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in the statement does Weinstein name that behavior. Instead,
he disguises his sexual violence with vague words, more ex-
cuses, and euphemisms. Weinstein calls the allegations “a
wake-up call.” He writes of being on a “journey” and, along
the way, encountering “demons.”®’

Having appeared to submit to the judgment of the reader,
Weinstein closes by reasserting himself through bolster-
ing. His final words are aimed at the potentially sympa-
thetic and, presumably, liberal readers who regularly read
the Times. These are the very readers who may be most
outraged by Weinstein’s crimes against women, commit-
ted, as they were, by a fellow Democrat and apparent ad-
vocate of women’s rights. (Weinstein was a major donor to
the Democratic Party and a fundraiser for Hillary Clinton
during her 2016 presidential run. He also participated in the
January 2017 Women’s March.) In an attempt to rebuild him-
self, Weinstein’s final few paragraphs promise the reader that
he’s going to “channel” the “anger” that fuels his assaults on
women. How? By challenging the National Rifle Association
(NRA) and raising funds for a scholarship for female direc-
tors. Much of this is nonsensical. “I hope Wayne LaPierre
[the executive vice president of the NRA] will enjoy his re-
tirement party. I'm going to do it at the same place I had my
Bar Mitzvah,” Weinstein writes. All of it is beside the point.®®

Predictably, Weinstein’s statement did none of the face
work he intended for it. The accusations were too serious,
too credible, and too criminal for any statement, let alone the
three-quarters of a page of lousy words that Weinstein assem-

bled. Ultimately, he was convicted for rape and sexual assault,
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receiving a twenty-three-year sentence. (At the time of writ-
ing, Weinstein was appealing the conviction to the New York
State Supreme Court, while also facing further prosecution
in California.%®) Even so, the playbook from which Weinstein
drew isn’t unusual. Public figures accused of sexual harass-
ment, abuse, or assault often reassert their credentials and,
especially, their respect for women through bolstering.”®
Bolstering tries to turn attention from the offending self to
the better angels of the transgressor, the supposed “authen-
tic” or true self, in an effort to isolate the latter from the for-
mer. If successful, others may view those transgressions as
incidental or irrelevant to who the transgressor “reallyis.” But
bolstering can backfire. Bolster too much or too hard, and
one gives the impression of not taking one’s own offending
actions seriously. This was the case with the public response
to Facebook and its chief executive Mark Zuckerberg’s use
of bolstering to answer accusations about violating the pri-
vacy of Facebook’s users. Appearing before Congress in April
2018, Zuckerberg apologized for Facebook’s failures, but only

after 100 words of (transparent) bolstering.

Facebook is an idealistic and optimistic company. For most
of our existence, we focused on all of the good that con-
necting people can do. And, as Facebook has grown, people
everywhere have gotten a powerful new tool for staying con-
nected to the people they love, for making their voices heard
and for building communities and businesses.

Just recently, we've seen the “Me Too” movement and the

March for our Lives organized, at least in part, on Facebook.
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After Hurricane Harvey, people came together to raise
more than $20 million for relief. And more than 70 million
businesses—small business use Facebook to create jobs and
grow.

But it’s clear now that we didn’t do enough to prevent
these tools from being used for harm, as well. And that goes
for fake news, for foreign interference in elections, and hate
speech, as well as developers and data privacy.

We didn’t take a broad enough view of our responsibility,
and that was a big mistake. And it was my mistake. And I'm
sorry. I started Facebook, I run it, and I'm responsible for

what happens here.”!

Later in the month, Facebook released a commercial, too
sweetly titled (“Here Together”), that repeated Zuckerberg’s
story: “We came here for friends . . . we felt a little less
alone . .. but then something happened.””* Facebook’s crit-
ics answered by scrutinizing the social media company’s use
of bolstering. Of Facebook’s “Here Together,” Slate’s Aaron
Mak wrote, “Stripped of its saccharine score and tear-jerking
snapshots, the ad is essentially a defense of Facebook’s under-
lying model that glosses over [the] platform’s endemic flaws
and its missteps while seeking relentless growth.””* The New
York Times, in turn, referred to the ad as “gauzy.””*

Public apologies are also riddled with euphemisms. This is
particularly so of public apologies in the United States, where
those giving public apologies often believe that any admis-
sion of engaging in specific behavior or causing harm to others

opens them to legal liability.”* Weinstein apologized for “the
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way he behaved with colleagues,” rather than any specific inci-
dent described in the Times’initial investigation. Robert Kraft,
the owner of the New England Patriots, avoided even euphe-
mism in his March 2019 apology after being arrested for solic-
iting sex at a massage parlor in Florida. Though saying he was
“truly sorry” and admitting having “hurt and disappointed my
family, close friends, my co-workers, our fans and many oth-
ers who rightfully hold me to a higher standard,” Kraft never
identified what he’d done that had hurt and disappointed oth-
ers.® That Kraft’s apology could be read alongside his lawyers’
denials that Kraft had engaged in any illegal activity further
confounded readers. Unlike Weinstein’s apology, Kraft’s did
not have to contend with a mass of accusations or a trial. The
State of Florida dropped Kraft’s prosecution after losing alegal
ruling that barred them from using surveillance footage from
cameras that the state had secretly installed in the massage par-
lor Kraft allegedly frequented.””

An earnest apology risks the self. It is an admission that one
is the type of person who has done harm, sometimes profound
harm, knowingly and intentionally, to another. The partial
apology is something else. It shifts the burden of a wrong from
the apologist to those whom the apologist harmed. Victims are
pressured to accept that the hurt wasn’t so hurtful or the per-
son responsible wasn't so responsible. It is hardly an apology. It
does not seek to repair social relationships, but to salvage the
self of the offender. This apology, then, is just another rhetori-

cal move, just another denial, only better dressed.

* *x %
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In 2008, while surveying the human and political wreckage
of the George W. Bush administration, the journalist Mark

Danner called scandal “our growth industry.” He continued,

Revelation of wrongdoing leads not to definitive investi-
gation, punishment, and expiation but to more scandal.
Permanent scandal. Frozen scandal. . .. [F]rozen scandals
metastasize, ramify, self-replicate, clogging the cable news
shows and the blogosphere and the bookstores. The titil-
lating story that never ends, the pundit gabfest that never
ceases, the gift that never stops giving: what is indestructi-
ble, irresolvable, unexpiatable is too valuable not to be made
into a source of profit. Scandal, unpurged and unresolved,

transcends political reality to become commercial fact.78

I thought, while writing this chapter in early 2020, that the
scandal of Trump’s impeachment would be the foundation
of my analysis. But Danner’s writing proved prophecy. That
impeachment merely became Trump’s first impeachment.
A second followed Trump’s incitement of a siege of the US
Capitol by spreading the lie that the 2020 election had been
stolen from him and using violent, though plausibly deniable,
language when addressing supporters.”®

Between these two impeachments and after them still: the
scandal of the federal and state responses to the COVID-19
virus. The Trump administration knowingly misled the US
public about the severity and risks of the pandemic; they
undercut scientists working with the federal government;

they spread junk science; and they mocked the most basic of
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precautions that an unvaccinated public could take—social
distancing and mask wearing, especially.®

Many US states hardly comported themselves better.
Some local and state governments flaunted those basic pre-
cautions. Others dissembled. Most notably, Andrew Cuomo
performed authoritatively in public performances, pushing
science and definitive action. Meanwhile, Cuomo’s aides al-
legedly rewrote studies by the state’s health officials to mini-
mize, by about 50 percent, the number of New Yorkers who
had died in nursing homes. That this effort seemed tethered,
through the involvement of aides and timing, to Cuomo’s
writing of a book on the state’s response to COVID-19 dou-
bled the scandal.®!

Scandals come and go, talking of the transgressions of the
powerful. Each one, replaced by newer news, leaves an open
question: will this transgression be remembered? Will this
momentary disruption to the status quo leave alegacy?

A final time, denial. This time as collective amnesia. This
time as silence. Denial remakes the public into an image of
itself—so that when we finally gather round the open secrets,
we avert our eyes, avoid the topic, and speak, instead, of eas-

ier things.
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Denying Racism

IN the spring and summer of 2020, protests of anti-
Black racism in the United States changed the ways
that many Americans understand racial inequality in the
country. Politicians, the media, and even corporations
began speaking about “systemic racism.” This social scien-
tific concept refocuses attention from the racist behavior of
individuals to the ways that “discriminatory practices and
racialized institutions” in the United States have been “engi-
neered to produce the long term domination” of people of
color.! It seemed like the nation and its major institutions
were finally ready to acknowledge how the past—particularly
slavery, but also segregation and the white terrorism that
followed Emancipation—produced living legacies of racial
violence, inequality, and oppression.

I remember my surprise, back then, at finding a prominent
display of books on racism in a local big-box store’s media sec-
tion. On one endcap, new releases in popular music. On the
next, Robin DiAngelo’s White Fragility, Richard Rothstein’s
The Color of Law, and Ibram X. Kendi’s tome Stamped from
the Beginning. Public discourse, it seemed, had shifted.

152
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Antiracist writing and ideas now had a home in dominant
culture.

Ayearlater, public discourse, it seemed, had shifted again.
Conservative politicians, editorial boards, media members,
scholars, and parents argued for bans of the teaching of criti-
cal race theory, the New York Times” Pulitzer-winning 1619
Project, and equity in public schools and universities.

In March 2021, in the very same county where that big-box
store sold antiracist books, the local school district canceled
a planned equity program after facing vehement opposition
from parents and community members. In written com-
ments to the district’s school board, some claimed that equity
programs are racist against white students. Others invoked
the threat of critical race theory. One wrote that the district,
in a predominantly white county, should concern itself with
serving the majority. Another conjured Martin Luther King
Jr’s “I Have a Dream” speech to describe equity work as a
contrasting nightmare. Still another denied, wholesale, need
for the training, expressing skepticism that racism and preju-
dice even existed in the district. Undiscussed were the expe-
riences of overt and implicit racism that Black students had
bravely shared with local media just a month prior.?

“Denial of racism is the heartbeat of racism,” Kendi wrote
in a 2018 op-ed in the New York Times.> Kendi’s claim was
proven right in 2020, by the power of acknowledgment to sur-
face long-denied truths about US racism. But the next year
proved it righter still, with the effort to rebury those truths.
This chapter follows the denial of racism further. Building

on scholarship on color-blind racism and white ignorance, I
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show the multiple ways that denial is implicated in systemic
racism. I also show how Americans adapt the forms of denial
described in earlier chapters to maintain racism and protect
white racial domination.

But, first, two disclaimers. Most of the social scientific
scholarship on which I draw addresses white Americans’
denials of systemic racism. This chapter, in turn, focuses on
white Americans’ uses of denial. But these denials circulate
more widely in US culture, and white Americans are not
the only people who engage in the denial of racism. In other
words, despite the focus of this chapter, I do not mean to sug-
gest that only white Americans deny systemic racism. Even
still, we are innovators in the denial of systemic racism. We
also gain the most from this denial. This leads to my second
disclaimer: throughout this chapter, I write of “white people”
and “white Americans.” I do not exclude myself from either
whiteness or its privileges. However, except in a few strategic
moments, I've elected not to use the pronoun “we” when re-
ferring to white people, so as to not inscribe the reader into

this category.

Historical Denial and the Hidden Curriculum

Denial’s first move is to keep people from knowing in the first
place. Recall the efforts of organizations to hide their trans-
gressions: the avoidance of paper trails and the redactions.
But once found, the corruptions and crimes of social groups,
organizations, and political elites can again be lost. Buried

deep in learned and taught histories are long-overlooked
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facts that, if recognized, would challenge the political and
social status quo.

Historical remembering and forgetting happen through a
range of rituals and cultural artifacts. Public holidays, memo-
rials, and museums, for instance, are implicated in collective
memory. But because I was a student for the better part of
three decades and because I am now an educator, I'll focus on
one way historical facts are denied: through formal education
and its hidden curriculum. In a study of the hidden curricu-
lum in sociology, Eric Margolis and Mary Romero show how
educators’ decisions about what will and will not be included
in curricula produce gaps in knowledge and reproduce in-
equality.* Frequently, this happens through the exclusion of
teaching and learning about domination and oppression.

People cannot acknowledge what they do not know. They
cannot act on knowledge that they do not possess. And they
will struggle to fill gaps in their understanding of history
and society when they are unaware of those very gaps. Here,
I'd like to co-opt Donald Rumsfeld’s notorious quote about
the Iraq War, if only in hopes of inverting it so it serves not
power but scrutiny of power: “As we know, there are known
knowns; there are things we know we know. We also know
there are known unknowns; that is to say we know there are
some things we do not know. But there are also unknown
unknowns—the ones we don’t know we don’t know.”*
Through historical omissions, the hidden curriculum pro-
duces unknown unknowns. There are histories that many
people do not know that they do not know. These are histories

that complicate, if not directly challenge, dominant national
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histories. In the United States, these are histories that would
complicate, if not directly challenge, the prevailing notions of
American exceptionalism, meritocracy, and equality.

James W. Loewen, in his influential book Lies My Teacher
Told Me, documents historical omissions in a dozen lead-
ing US history textbooks. The violence of Christopher
Columbus’s incursions into Haiti, for instance, have histori-
cally been omitted from US textbooks.® (A more recent study
found this omission endemic in children’s literature books
on Columbus.”) Textbooks hardly do better with twentieth-
century incursions. The US occupation of Haiti, which began
under President Woodrow Wilson in 1915, was omitted from
half of the twelve textbooks Loewen reviewed in his initial
study.® Meanwhile, the segregation of the federal govern-
ment, which also occurred during the Wilson administra-
tion, is mentioned in only four.’”

Loewen is especially critical of history textbooks’ erasure
of Wilson’s racist politics. Wilson’s presidency spanned the
release of D. W. Griffith’s white supremacist—and genre-
defining—Afilm Birth of a Nation. The film, which valorizes
the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) and depicts African American men
as rapists, was shown at the White House. Despite protests
by the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP) and the reluctance of censorship boards,
Wilson’s approval of the film helped ensure a widespread
screening throughout the country.'® For Loewen, “omit-
ting or absolving Wilson’s racism goes beyond concealing
a character blemish. It is overtly racist. . . . Textbooks that

present him as a hero are written from a white perspective.
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The cover-up denies all students the chance to learn some-
thing important about the interrelationship between the
leader and the led. White Americans engaged in a new burst
of racial violence during and immediately after Wilson’s
presidency.”'! Indeed, during Wilson’s presidency, white
Americans massacred Black Americans in East St. Louis,
Ilinois (1917); Valdosta, Georgia (1918); Elaine, Arkansas
(1918); and Ocoee, Florida (1920).}* The latter massacre oc-
curred on the day of the 1920 election, leaving at least three
dozen Black Americans dead.'® “Americans need to learn
from the Wilson era,” Loewen writes, “that there is a connec-
tion between racist presidential leadership and like-minded
public response.”"* But this learning would require the genu-
ine teaching of that connection.

Textbook publishers and education boards continue to
efface historical inequality and violence through omissions.
In January 2020, the New York Times compared history text-
books adopted by market-setter states California and Texas.
Specifically, they compared textbooks that both states had
adopted but which were, at the behest of state educational
boards, “customized” for each state’s use. As described by
Dana Goldstein, the author of the Times article, the gulf be-
tween these panels is substantial. “All the members of the
California panel were educators selected by the State Board
of Education, whose members were appointed by former
Gov. Jerry Brown, a Democrat. The Texas panel, appointed
by the Republican-dominated State Board of Education, was
made up of educators, parents, business representatives and

a Christian pastor and politician.”'* Goldstein further notes
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that “recent textbooks have come a long way from what was
published in past decades. Both Texas and California vol-
umes deal more bluntly with the cruelty of the slave trade....
The books also devote more space to the women’s movement
and balance the narrative of European immigration with sto-
ries of Latino and Asian immigrants.” Still, in Texas’s version,
references to housing discrimination against US citizens of
color, redlining, and white flight were absent. All appeared
in the California version.'® Without teaching and learning
on these issues, students will be unable to understand con-
temporary America, with its high levels of segregation and
the inequalities that these create. The efforts by conservative
politicians, media members, and parents to ban antiracist
teaching are meant to ensure that these gaps in understand-
ing endure.

Omissions are not just a problem of secondary school
textbooks. Kathleen J. Fitzgerald, a sociologist of race, ana-
lyzed the four leading undergraduate textbooks in the soci-
ology of race and race relations. Fitzgerald did so to assess
the adequacy of the books” coverage of the race “riots” of the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, such as those
in Tulsa, Oklahoma; Wilmington, North Carolina; and East
St. Louis. Fitzgerald found that only one of the four text-
books she analyzed provided discussion of these massacres.
The “other three,” she writes, “completely ignore the nation-
wide pattern of violence directed at African Americans.”"”
Meanwhile, criminologists K. B. Turner, David Giacopassi,
and Margaret Vandiver analyzed twenty-one criminology

and criminal justice textbooks published after 2000 to see
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how these books presented slavery and slave patrols. They
found that most either neglected or offered only superficial
analysis of the role of slavery and slave patrols, despite the

fact that contemporary US policing is rooted in slavery.'®

Hidden in Plain Sight

There are other ways to keep history’s reality at bay. What
textbooks and educators teach must be framed—that is,
portrayed in ways that make some understandings more
salient than others. Framings can produce a different sort of
denial—not the outright forms of collective amnesia toward
violence and trauma, but interpretive denial of the ways that
violence and its enduring legacies operate.

Keffrelyn D. Brown and Anthony L. Brown have analyzed
portrayals of racial violence in nineteen textbooks adopted
by the state of Texas. Like Goldstein’s report for the New York
Times, Brown and Brown’s research finds that contemporary
textbooks indeed address racial violence. As an example, they
cite a passage in History Alive, a textbook for fifth graders, on
the slave trade: “But losing slaves meant losing money, so the
ships’ captains tried to keep them alive. They whipped slaves
who refused to eat and forced their jaws open or burned their
lips with coals.”"® Historical denial, in this case, is not shaped
through forgetting and historical omissions. Rather, its shape
takes the form of the textbook’s frame of history. Brown and
Brown find that the textbooks adopted by Texas treat racial-
ized violence as the result of a “few bad men,” such as slave-

ship captains, slave traders, slave overseers, and members of
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the KKK.*° Even as it individualizes racist violence, passages,
like the one above, also offer excuses and justifications. The
cruelty and the violence of slave-ship captains itself seem al-
most necessary (if they are not to lose money) and forced by
economic powers out of the control of these few bad men.
Meanwhile, the politics of slaves’ hunger strikes are stripped
away; they are mere human obstacles to the captains’ pursuit
of money, rather than agentic human beings actively resist-
ing their captors. This framing also produces absences. Gone
are discussions that would link discrete episodes of violence
to political power, legal institutions, social groups, and social
structure. Gone, too, is historical analysis that reveals how
the violence of white Americans “operated systematically to
oppress,” as Brown and Brown put it, and terrorize African
Americans.*!

A popular textbook in my discipline, sociology, offers its
own limited, inadequate framing in its half-paragraph on the
1917 East St. Louis “riots” (the textbook’s word). The “riots,”
the reader learns, left “nine whites and hundreds of African
Americans dead.” It resulted from “racialized competition for
housing and employment.” And it caused an “estimated 6,000
black citizens, fearing for their lives,” to flee East St. Louis,
“another stark example of [racial] withdrawal.”**

How we tell history shapes how we think about the past
and the present. Here, this telling leaves out crucial details
that would encourage an adequate sociological understand-
ing of the massacre and displacement of Black Americans in
East St. Louis. A reader does not learn that, in 1917, specific

labor disputes between the (white-owned) Aluminum Ore
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Company and striking white workers contributed to the mas-
sacre. The company, like many northern companies at the
start of the twentieth century, replaced striking white work-
ers with Black workers, knowingly and intentionally stoking
divisions among laborers.** Members of the white workers’
union, the East St. Louis Central Trades and Labor Union,
responded by assaulting Black men throughout the spring
and summer of 1917, events that precipitated the massacre in
early July.**

The telling also omits the involvement of local and state
institutional actors in the massacre. In the St. Louis Republic,
inaccurate and racist newspaper coverage of a confronta-
tion between plainclothes white officers and armed Black
men, which ultimately left two officers dead, stoked the rage
of white residents of East St. Louis. So, too, did the public
display of the car, scarred with bullet holes and the officers’
blood, in which those officers had been killed.>® Local white
police officers and members of the Illinois National Guard
contributed to the massacre through inaction and, in some
cases, direct participation in the massacre.?®

Finally, there are two euphemisms in this book’s coverage:
“withdrawal” and “riot.” “Withdrawal” suggests a voluntary
departure from East St. Louis. The flight of Black Americans
from the violence of whites in the city is more accurately de-
scribed as forced displacement—among the intended pur-
poses of white violence against Black Americans. Accordingly,
Harper Barnes, in his 2008 account of the massacre, refers to
those who fled East St. Louis as refugees. We must ask, in what

sense does one withdraw from one’s home, when it is already
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burning? In what sense does one withdraw from mobs of
armed white men, women, boys, and girls who have already
shot, hanged, beaten (with fists, broomsticks, clubs, guns, pick-
axes), maimed, stoned, and burned alive others??’

The use of the second euphemism, “riot,” is not unique
to this textbook. Historically, white massacres of Black
Americans have been remembered by white Americans, if
at all, as riots. This form of interpretive denial frames white
violence as spontaneous explosions of violence, perhaps
random and disorderly, and maybe even defensive. Instead,
white massacres were sometimes premeditated, as the 1898
massacre in Wilmington, North Carolina, was.*® It was rarely
random and disorderly; rather, it targeted Black communities
and, often, specific Black leaders. And its defensiveness was a
lie, built on racist propaganda and rumors of planned upris-
ings by Black Americans. For these reasons, the historian H.
Leon Prather Sr. writes, in his 1984 history of the Wilmington
coup d’état and racial massacre, that “social scientists need a
new term for what has been called a race riot. The traumatic
episode in Wilmington, like many others, was largely one-
sided: a white massacre of defenseless blacks with a maca-
bre mixture of carnage and carnival.”*® Similarly, Carlos F.
Hurd, ajournalist who witnessed the 1917 massacre in East St.
Louis, used the word “massacre,” not “riot,” in his first-person
account, published the day after the massacre ended. Of the

perpetrators of the massacre, Hurd wrote,

A mob is passionate; a mob follows one man or a few men

blindly; a mob sometimes takes chances. The East St. Louis
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affair, as I saw it, was a manhunt, conducted on a sporting ba-
sis, though with anything but the fair play which is the prin-
ciple of sport. The [white] East St. Louis men took no chances,
except the chance from stray shots, which every spectator of
their acts took. They went in small groups, there was little
leadership, and there was a horribly cool deliberateness and a
spirit of fun about it. I cannot allow even the doubtful excuse

of drink. No man whom I saw showed the effect of liquor.*

How texts frame historical events contributes to readers’
understanding of the past. It also contributes to how readers
understand the relevance of the past to the present. When the
continuities between the former and the latter are obscured
or erased, readers may believe that the past returns merely
as curious or tragic episodes, rather than as an explanation
of or, more radically, a demand on the present. This contrib-
utes to a form of denial that Stanley Cohen refers to as “tem-
poral containment.”! Temporal containment voids calls for
acknowledgment by claiming that historical wrongs are too
far gone to the past for the pursuit of accountability, justice,
and reparation.

In the United States, temporal containment frequently ap-
pears in debates about reparations for slavery, Jim Crow laws,
and institutional racism.>* For instance, Mitch McConnell,
a white senator from Kentucky, used temporal containment,
with denial of responsibility, to reject calls to study restitu-
tion and reparations for slavery: “I don’t think reparations for
something that happened 150 years ago for whom none of us

currently living are responsible is a good idea.”*? Testifying
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to Congress, Ta-Nehisi Coates deconstructed McConnell’s
denial, explaining how the violence and economics of slavery
have persisted in US institutions, policies, and social prac-
tices throughout the country’s history.>* But temporal con-
tainment is not only for politicians. Many white Americans,
when asked about slavery and reparations, similarly combine
temporal containment and denial of responsibility.>®

There are many reasons that textbooks promote incom-
plete, even misleading, versions of history. I've alluded to one
reason already. Textbook adoption committees make ideo-
logical demands on publishers, and those in market-setting
states wield significant influence. Loewen lists a range of
other potential explanations: “pressure from the ‘ruling
class[,]”. .. the wish to avoid ambiguities, a desire to shield
children from harm or conflict, the perceived need to control
children and avoid classroom disharmony, [and] pressure to
provide answers.”* There are consequences to this erasure
of history. Educators, and especially white educators, may
struggle to teach the history of white racial domination be-
yond the textbook, as they, too, simply don’t know the history
well enough to teach it, if they’re aware of that history at all.
They may be immobilized by fear—oflosing control, of mak-
ing mistakes, and of being seen as biased.*” And they may
also be untrained, unpracticed, and inexperienced in teach-
ing on these topics. But these limitations in historical knowl-
edge and competency in teaching on race are not accidental;
they are both a product and a protector of systemic racism.

Ignorance of the past is often willful, expressing a mix of

genuine ignorance, curated ignorance, and outright denial
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of what one indeed knows or could know. This ignorance, in
turn, produces a misapprehension of the present. “The mys-
tification of the past,” the philosopher Charles Mills writes,
“underwrites a mystification of the present. The erasure of the
history of Jim Crow makes it possible to represent the playing
field as historically level, so that current black poverty just
proves blacks” unwillingness to work. As individual memory
is assisted through a larger social memory, so individual am-

nesia is then assisted by a larger collective amnesia.”*®

Color-Blind Racism

Collective amnesia about racism is not only a product of
schooling and its hidden curriculum. Denial—now in the
form of the interactional strategies of chapter 1 and the rhe-
torical ones of chapter 3—keeps white privilege and racism
behind the fagade of color-blindness.

To many white Americans, the civil rights movements re-
vealed the violence and injustice of US racism. It also suc-
ceeded at transforming law and, even, the sentiments of
many white people. Today, social scientists find that public
attitudes about race are far less explicitly, outwardly, and
directly racist than they were in the past. But this does not
signal the end of racism. On institutional and structural lev-
els, racism endures in myriad forms: residential segregation,
now allegedly accidental or voluntary rather than enforced,
as through Jim Crow; the enduring wage and wealth gaps be-
tween white people and people of color; unequal access to

social opportunities and resources, as well as to occupational
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and political ones; and the disproportionate policing and
punishment of people of color.

Ideologically, a set of color-blind beliefs effaces ethnic
and racial inequalities.> Sociologists Tyrone A. Forman and
Amanda E. Lewis succinctly describe the ideological under-

pinnings of what they call the “new racism”:

The central beliefs of color-blind racism are that (1) most
people do not even notice race anymore; (2) racial parity has
for the most part been achieved; (3) any persistent patterns
ofracial inequality are the result of individual and/or group-
level shortcomings rather than structural ones; (4) most
people do not care about racial differences; and (5) there-
fore, there is no need for institutional remedies (such as af-

firmative action) to redress persistent racialized outcomes.*’

Strategies of denial support color-blind ideology.
Attention-management strategies keep race and racism out
of the “front stages” of social life. In this way, denial supports
color-blind racism by allowing white people to feign “an
oblivion to race,” as Zeus Leonardo and Ronald K. Porter put
it.* Rhetorical strategies, meanwhile, neutralize claims that
race is salient in the lives of Americans and that racism privi-
leges white Americans and harms Americans of color. These
strategies also permit people accused of racist speech or be-
havior to (try to) fend off those accusations. The denial of rac-
ism is, then, the paradoxical sounds of silence and noise. It is
the silence of withdrawal and avoidance of public talk about

race; it is the noise of white people’s furies, which abruptly
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end conversations about racism; and it is the public talk that

explicitly denies race and its relevance.

Denying Racism in Social Interactions

I argued earlier that interactional, everyday strategies of
denial like avoidance have certain pro-social uses. Now, I
want to qualify that statement: everyday, interactional forms
of denial have pro-social uses when they help us overcome
the myriad accidents, blunders, and mistakes of social life.
The damage is done when we use them to efface enduring
public issues, keeping these out of our conversations, out of
our interactions, and perhaps even out of awareness.
Interactional forms of denial are perhaps nowhere more
essential, nowhere more dependable, than in the everyday
erasures of white privilege and racism. White people use
behavioral and rhetorical techniques alike to take conversa-
tions about “racism off the table,” as Robin DiAngelo puts it
in White Fragility.*> Behaviorally, white people use a range of
attention-management strategies—silence, withdrawal and
avoidance, and emotional outbursts—to foreclose discus-
sions of white privilege, racism, and, especially, their own

racist acts or speech.

SILENCE AND SILENCING STRATEGIES

Many white witnesses to others’ racist behaviors act like the
passive bystanders discussed earlier.*> Those who do inter-
vene, meanwhile, find that perpetrators and collaborators

consistently excuse racist behavior. The latter may claim lack
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of intent, attempting to neutralize racist speech as jokes.**
Or they may claim fatalistic forces, citing alcohol use as an
excuse.*® In the face of this repeated resistance, many who
once elected to intervene eventually give up.*

But silencing strategies need not be passive. White people
use emotional outbursts to stifle conversations about race
and, especially, considerations of their own behaviors. They
may dissolve into tears or rage when asked to grapple with
their own racist behaviors or even white privilege. DiAngelo
recounts how one participant in a training told others at her
office that she was suffering cardiac distress after receiving
what DiAngelo describes as “sensitive and diplomatic feed-
back on how some of her statements had impacted several
people of color in the room.”*” The result of the display was
that “all attention was immediately focused back onto her
and away from engagement with the impact she had had on
the people of color.”*®

White peoples’ outbursts disrupt conversations and con-
siderations about race, racism, and white privilege. They lead
people to spend a disproportionate amount of resources—
emotional energy, attention, and time—on the volatile white
person. For this, these outbursts are an explicit reassertion of
white privilege. They silence conversations about how racism
structures workplace interactions and opportunities. They
also siphon resources from antiracist activities. In the case
of displays of anger, this reassertion is more explicit. Such
displays, particularly by white men, mix the institutional
power (usually held by those very same or still other white

men) with threats, implicit or explicit, of both institutional
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retribution and physical force. Moreover, the effect of all
these strategies is to silence conversations about race through
the very mobilization of white privilege—for the right to en-
gage in an emotional outburst in professional or public set-
tings without sanction is itself a privilege afforded primarily
to white people.*’

White people may also use a discourse of safety to si-
lence conversations about race. White participants in diver-
sity trainings may claim that people of color are “slamming”
them, “throwing” things (like the white person’s own words)
“in their face,” or, more generally, making them (the white
participants) feel unsafe.’° This rhetorical move denies the
actual history of white violence targeting people of color. In
this way, it also erases the contemporary uses to which col-
lective power, disciplinary practices, and violence are often
put: to maintain white privilege. And it fuels white people’s
demand for “safety” in discussions of race and racism. But
“safety” is a misnomer, Leonardo and Porter argue in an anal-
ysis of race talk, because “it often means that white individu-
als can be made to feel safe” and because it denies “that race
dialogue is almost never safe for people of color in mixed-
racial company.” Instead of “safety,” the demand instead es-

tablishes “a space of oppressive color-blindness.”!

AVOIDANCE

Avoidance strategies are used to dodge knowledge—
particularly guilty knowledge—of racism. Forman and
Lewis, through interviews with white suburbanites in a

Midwestern city, show that avoidance of thinking and talking
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about racism underlies apathy. “When asked about race rela-
tions today,” they write, “many respondents said that they did
not have much to say and offered the following kinds of state-
ments: ‘I'm not a real political person.”*?

White people also use avoidance strategies to dodge social
interactions in which race and racism may become salient.
For instance, Jennifer Mueller, a sociologist of race, asked
students in two of her courses to interview family members
about “intergenerational wealth transmission,” linking their
findings from the interview to course readings.>® Specifically,
this paper challenged students to think about how struc-
tural racism and, in the case of white students, racial privi-
lege shaped life outcomes and wealth transmission. Mueller
found, however, that some white students simply avoided
asking family members about race and racial privilege, de-

spite it being an “explicit guideline” of the assignment.>*

WITHDRAWAL

White people, meanwhile, use withdrawal strategies to dis-
associate themselves from ongoing conversations about
race and, especially, their own racist behavior. For instance,
white professors report that some white students will leave
classrooms during difficult discussions of race.*®> White
participants in diversity trainings often remain silent
throughout conversations, resisting opportunities, even
invitations, to participate. When asked why, they’ll excuse or
justify their silence. For instance, they may claim that their
“personality”—that they’re introverts, for instance—keeps

them from engaging.>® (This is the claim of fatalistic forces,
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as described in chapter 3.) There are a litany of other explana-
tions, but a few are of particular note. White participants may
use credentialing, claiming that they “already know” about
white privilege and racism, insinuating a training is redun-

dant and that they are obviously not racist.’

Conversely,
other participants may hedge, claiming they “don’t know
much about race” and, so, have nothing to add to the discus-
sion.’® By hedging, white participants claim a racial naiveté
that implies innocence (of participating in racism and gain-
ing from white privilege). Withdrawal, like apathy more
generally, “serves to deny, distort, and minimize race and
racism in society, because if one does not have feelings about

racism, then racism must not be important.”*’

Color-Blind Discourses and the Rhetoric of Denial

Attention-management strategies may keep race and racism
out of public conversations. Color-blind rhetoric, meanwhile,
supports more direct denials of racism. Disclaimers, espe-
cially, are common techniques, allowing those who engage
in racist speech or behavior to (attempt to) deny allegations

that they indeed engaged in that racist speech or behavior.

HEDGING

The use of the rhetoric of denial to downplay racism is exten-
sively documented by the sociologist Eduardo Bonilla-Silva,
a leading theorist and researcher of color-blind racism.
Through interview research, Bonilla-Silva has documented

the ways that white Americans use hedging to deny racism.
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For instance, white interviewees told Bonilla-Silva that
they couldn’t really be sure of or understand discrimination
because they aren’t a person of color. When Bonilla-Silva
asked Liz, a college student, a direct question about racial dis-
crimination, Liz offered, “Um, just because I'm not black, I'm
not Hispanic, I don’t really, don’t understand.” Another stu-
dent, Brian, offered, “But I can’t speak for like a black person
who says they’re being harassed or being uh, prejudice or uh,
discriminated against.”®® (Similarly, white respondents to
surveys increasingly respond with “don’t know” to questions
about race and racism.%") Despite their initial expressions
of uncertainty, both students then expressed positions, as
Bonilla-Silva puts it, “betraying a strong stance on the mat-
ter in question.” Those stances, in fact, minimized the reality
of racism.%? Liz packaged her disclaimers with statements
about “reverse racism” against whites. Brian, meanwhile,
expressed doubt about the severity of contemporary forms
of racism and discrimination. But the initial hedge provides
cover, leaving the respondent enough conversational space to
walk back their remarks if challenged by another. This use of
hedging also allows white Americans to deny responsibility
for having to talk about race and racism.

A different form of hedging appears in white people’s dis-
cussions of race: the devil’s advocate. By beginning a state-
ment by saying one is simply “playing devil’s advocate,”
one attempts to build a wall between one’s “true” motives
in making a remark and the consequences of those remarks
on others. If the “devil’s advocate” is called to account for

their speech, they can both hedge and excuse themselves
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by claiming they did not intend to offend. In a 2017 essay,
Maya Rupert deftly analyzed this disclaimer’s use in racist

discourse.

Most often, the devil’s advocate is really saying there is
something at the core of the argument that they are (per-
haps ashamedly) compelled by, and so they employ a rhe-
torical trick allowing themselves to argue a position without
ever having to hold it. This allows exploration of deep-seated
racism under the guise of putting forth someone else’s argu-
ment. The irony is that it could invite a deeper discussion of
race than may otherwise happen, since it inherently reveals
what white people really think and struggle with around
race. But because of the charade, no one is able to benefit
from it—the person being vulnerable is essentially able to
call “take back” and act as though the conversation never re-

ally happened.®®

CREDENTIALING

Credentialing, or the claiming of a special privilege to make
an offensive remark, may be the most familiar and most noto-
rious type of disclaimer. A few simple words—“I'm not racist,
but...” or “Some of my best friends are Black...”—typically
signal the arrival of a racist remark.®* Users of the former
statement signal their awareness of the potentially racist
nature of their remarks; they hope that their audience will
accept that someone who is aware of how racism works can-
not behave in racist ways. Users of the latter statement try

to inoculate themselves against accusations of racism; they
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hope that the fact of associations with people of color will
signal to others that they cannot harbor racist beliefs.

Credentialing disclaimers are often used retrospectively,
to downplay past remarks and actions. For instance, Donald
J. Trump, as both candidate and president, has used hyper-
bolic, implausible forms of credentialing to deny accusations
of racism and sexism. He asserts that he is “the least racist
person” around. This was, for instance, his response to al-
legations that he had described countries in Africa as “shit-
hole countries.”®® He claims, too, to having done more for
the “Black community than any other president . . . with the
possible exception of Abraham Lincoln.”® Likewise, Trump
frequently answers accusations of sexism with “Nobody has
more respect for women than I do.”®” Trump used this dis-
claimer in the first presidential debate of 2016, soon after the
release of the Access Hollywood videotape in which he brags
about sexually assaulting women and in response to a ques-
tion about accusations of sexual assault against him. The au-
dience to that debate refused him, mockingly laughing at his
answer.

Credentialing, in other words, has its limits. Critics
quickly deconstruct the claim that one cannot be racist be-
cause one has friends, family, or employees of color. The
claim, in other words, rarely does the necessary face work.
Today, those making it are often met not with absolution but
with further accusations and scrutiny.

We saw this, dramatically, during a February 2019

House Committee on Oversight and Reform hearing. At
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the hearing, Michael Cohen, a former attorney and alleged
“fixer” for President Trump, described the president as racist
(among many other things). In response, Mark Meadows, a
white Republican representative in Congress, asked Lynne
Patton, a Black woman and an official in the Department of
Housing and Urban Development, to stand. “There is no way
she would work for an individual who is racist,” Meadows
proclaimed.®®

The backlash was immediate. Representative Rashida
Tlaib, a Democrat on the committee, explained to Meadows,
“Just because a person has a person of color, a black person,
working for them does not mean they aren’t racist. . . . And it
is insensitive, and some would even say the fact that someone
would actually use a prop, a black woman, in this chamber,
in this committee, is alone racist in itself.”®® Unable or un-
willing to understand Tlaib’s remarks, Meadows defended
himself with even more credentialing. As evidence that he
could not engage in a racist act, he cited his own friendship
with Representative Elijah Cummings and the fact of having
“nieces and nephews [who] are people of color.””® Meadows
also attempted to silence the debate through an emotional dis-
play of anger, shouting back at Tlaib that her accusation was
itself racist. But the response only begged for more scrutiny,
leading to the resurfacing of a 2012 video in which Meadows
vowed to send President Obama “back home to Kenya or
wherever it is.””" The renewed scrutiny compelled Meadows
to disavow the 2012 remark and claim that “anyone who

knows me knows that there is not a racial bone in my body.”
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COLOR-BLIND DISCLAIMERS

Because credentialing is hackneyed and transparent, those
making controversial remarks about race often rely on other
disclaimers. They try hedging, as noted above. But they may
also try using color-blind disclaimers, to suggest that their
remarks are about “anything but race,” as Bonilla-Silva puts
it.”* For instance, one of Bonilla-Silva’s white interviewees
explained her position against interracial marriage as being
motivated by a concern for the hypothetical children of that
marriage, who would likely face difficulties due to others’ rac-
ism. In so doing, she framed her position so that it wouldn’t
appear to be about her views on race per se.”?

Collectively, a coded political discourse, commonly re-
terred to as dog-whistle politics, permits Americans—white
Americans especially, though not exclusively—to invoke rac-
ist ideas without mentioning race. In his study of dog-whistle
politics, the legal scholar Ian Haney Lépez shows how this
coded discourse emerged in US politics in the mid-1960s,
was refined by the Nixon and Reagan administrations, was
picked up by Democrats during Bill Clinton’s presiden-
tial campaign, and persists today. Nixon’s calls for “law and
order” and Reagan’s invocations of “welfare queens” included
no explicit mention of race; Lopez argues, though, that white
voters hear the message “politician W is with us and against
those minorities.””* But this is the point. The coded message
provides cover, allowing those who blow the dog whistle to
deny having made racist statements and to attack their critics

for playing the so-called race card.”®
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DISCLAIMERS OF DIFFERENCE
Paradoxically, white Americans also invoke disclaimers of
difference, mobilizing ethnic ancestry to deny the relevance
of race and racism today. Charles A. Gallagher, a sociolo-
gist who studies race and inequality, interviewed white
Americans about their ethnic heritage and its contempo-
rary meaning. He found that few described ethnicity as an
important part of their identity. Still, many of Gallagher’s
interviewees invoked a selective history of ethnic heritage
to negate the racism and discrimination that Americans of
color experience today. The invocation of ethnicity involves
a three-part claim: (1) one’s own white ancestors once faced
discrimination in the United States because of their eth-
nicity, (2) but, through hard work and perseverance, those
ancestors overcame discrimination and, the story usually
goes, assimilated into (white, though this is usually left
unstated) American society. For those who invoke this claim,
it follows, then, that (3) contemporary inequality cannot be
explained by racism; rather, individual failures to work hard
and persevere explain inequality. In this way, the invocation
of difference supports the ideology of color-blind racism, as it
conveys that difference, in fact, does not matter.

A quote from one of Gallagher’s interviewees—“Tom, a
twenty-two-year-old from New Jersey,” who self-identified as

Italian and Irish American—is illustrative.

Iwouldn’t be surprised if people just said [about blacks], “get

off your butt, get an education, go to work.” These people
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[Asians] came into this country not having anything. They
worked hard, that’s how they got here. There’s no difference
between what they did not and what my grandparents did eighty,
ninety, hundred years ago when they came to this country. They
didn’t know anything. They worked hard and survived. They
didn’t even think of looking at the government or turning to
the government and saying this isn’t fair because I'm Italian

that you are not giving me a job.”®

The invocation of ethnicity mobilizes a selective history of
whiteness to negate contemporary claims about racism. The
power of this claim is that it’s partly true: many European
immigrants to the States did indeed face xenophobia, dis-
crimination, and violence from “native” white Americans.
However, “the problem,” as Bonilla-Silva, writing with
Amanda Lewis and David G. Embrick, notes, “is that this
story line equates the experiences of immigrant groups
with those of involuntary ‘immigrants’ (enslaved Africans,
etc.).””” The invocation of ethnicity also erases the ways that

white privilege is accrued and transmitted over generations.”®

White ignorance of privilege and racial domination,
Elizabeth V. Spelman writes, is “an appalling achievement;
managing to create and preserve it can take grotesquely pro-
digious effort.””® Those final few words are apt and startling.
They suggest the depth, the active coordination, the passive
acquiescence, and the energy and resources spent to keep his-

tories unlearned and the fagade of color-blindness in place.
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This effort can be measured by the perpetual shock many
white people feel when reality insists that we are not who
we believe we are: a presidential candidate dog-whistles his
way to the White House, as if for the first time; chants of “All
Lives Matter” answer calls for racial justice in law enforce-
ment; and grotesquely prodigious levels of state violence are
deployed against those who protest police violence against
Black Americans.

But this effort can be measured by even less, the white de-
spair or rage when another person suggests that we grapple
with our words and our actions. And it can be measured by
mere absence, the retreat into stubborn lives of illusion, at the

mere mention of reality.
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CONCLUSION

DENIAL is endemic to human life. It appears in the
most banal of interactions between people and
strangers. Then it wanders into workplaces, showing up in
slogans, paperwork, and trainings. Politicians and members
of the media are experts in it, using it to erase the problems
and inequalities that structure social life. But many of us
are experts in denial, too, using it in the same ways to keep
ourselves and others from reckoning with those problems.

We will, then, inevitably encounter denial. This, in turn,
forces a decision: accept it, feigning obliviousness to our
problems and speaking those we can’t ignore out of exis-
tence, or reject it, trading it for acknowledgment. We’ve
seen much of the former. But what of the latter?

Because denial is multiple, acknowledgment is, too. It
takes different forms and requires different things of us in
interactional, organizational, and collective contexts. It
also means something different, has a different urgency,
and certainly has different consequences, depending on
what denied fact it surfaces. For instance, I remain uncon-
vinced of the necessity and benefit of calling attention to
the minor disturbances that inevitably appear in social in-

teraction, though I know of others who might argue that
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there is nothing more disruptive to those interactions than
not acknowledging those blunders. I'm unprepared, in
other words, to argue that the foregrounding of distressing
information is always to our benefit. The consequences of
acknowledgment, like those of denial, are always an empiri-
cal question. And beyond the empirical question, there are
the permanently unsettled questions of politics and values,
of whether we should work toward acknowledgment of any
particular denied fact.

There’s even a case to be made for some amount of col-
lective forgetting. This, according to both Susan Sontag
and Lewis Hyde, is a prerequisite of collective reconcili-
ation.' Historical traumas can be grounds for social con-
flict and spur calls for vengeance. Eventually, these must be
surrendered to time. And yet neither Sontag nor Hyde re-
ally equates forgetting with denial; forgetting is what both
hope follows after harms have been acknowledged, wrongs
righted, and breaches in social life repaired. Their hoped-for
forgetting comes after acknowledgment; it is not a replace-
ment for it. Denial is different; it is a forced forgetting so as
to dodge the reckoning with harms, wrongs, and breaches.

Another qualifier: because neither denial nor acknowl-
edgment is a state, the former does not simply give way to
the latter. Those engaging in the work of acknowledgment
must continually contend with those engaging in the work
of denial. Acknowledgment, after all, disrupts social re-
lationships and assumptions. Those responsible for such
disruptions are rarely thanked, rewarded, or recognized

for that work, at least not initially. History may redeem
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protesters and whistleblowers, but the present usually isn’t
so generous. Those who dare speak of others’ transgressions
are often targeted and harassed. They suffer the vindictive-
ness of the powerful, who lash out, ostracize, bully, and
threaten. Harvey Weinstein, for instance, allegedly sicced
intelligence operatives and former spies on those who he
suspected would reveal his sexual harassment and assaults
of women.? Others lose jobs, standing, friends, even fam-
ily. Yesenia Guitron, a banker with Wells Fargo, raised con-
cerns about the bank’s fraudulent practices for nearly two
years.? For her good work, she was fired. Joseph Darby, the
soldier who passed photographs of torture at Abu Ghraib to
military investigators, was still stationed in Iraq when his
identity as the whistleblower was revealed by former secre-
tary of defense Donald Rumsfeld during a public congres-
sional hearing. Darby returned home to find that many of
his neighbors and even some family members viewed him
as a traitor.* Meanwhile, General Antonio Taguba, who
conducted an honest and vigorous investigation of Abu
Ghraib, was sent into retirement.®

These are cautionary examples. And yet, as examples,
they exceed the caution. Those who confront denial, those
who testify to what others won’t, can change the flow of so-
cial and political action. They can mobilize help for others
or directly provide it themselves. They can stop offensive
speech in its tracks. They can, if the world be ready, even
chip away at the ideologies that denial sustains. And they
often remain secure in their knowledge that their actions

were right.6
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Toward Acknowledgment

The forms of acknowledgment that I have in mind involve
both cognitive and social demands. Commonly, we associate
acknowledgment simply with the cognitive—the awareness
and acceptance of information. But even a passive bystander
can be in this state. The social demand takes us further down
the path of acknowledgment, toward individual and collec-
tive action that may produce consequential social change.’
Without this, even those who cognitively acknowledge a
problem are liable to backtrack to denial. This is the case
for the climate change believers, described in the introduc-
tion, whom Kari Marie Norgaard interviewed. Norgaard’s
interviewees knew climate change was a problem. Yet they
were frozen by their helplessness, their sense that they could
not “do something.” Lacking the path between cognitive
acknowledgment and collective action, they resigned them-
selves to inaction and avoidance. So as we walk the path of
acknowledgment, the strategies become ever more collective
and direct. And they take us beyond simple recognition of

denied facts toward reform, justice, remedy, and reparation.

Naming Denial

Acknowledgment contains ironies. One irony is this: sim-
ply knowing of denial, speaking its names, describing how it
doesits work, is to disrupt it. Those using denial need it to go
unnoticed; they need their denials to seem natural and true.

But by spotting and then naming another’s use of denial, one
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can jam their messages, revealing these to be contrived, arti-
ficial, and self-serving.®

When left unmarked and unnamed, violence, domination,
and oppression go unnoticed by many, but do their damage
still. The same is true of denial, but doubled. For denial does
the hiding; it is the social process that keeps violence, domi-
nation, and oppression unmarked and unnamed. And denial
is also what is hidden, the social process that remains un-
marked and unnamed.

To mark a social problem, one must name it, lifting it out
of the shadows that denial casts.” Naming, meanwhile, has
long been a technique of those involved in social change.
Indeed, human-rights organizations often use “name and
shame” strategies to stigmatize human-rights offenders and
their international supporters.'® The scholarship of critical
race scholars, meanwhile, named systemic racism and, so,
made it visible."!

Naming denial, we foreground it. Foregrounding it, we
denaturalize it, by which I mean we reveal its strategic use
by people to explain away their transgressions. The denier no
longer appears spontaneous and authentic in their efforts at
defending themselves and protecting allies. Rather, their use
of denial appears scripted, rehearsed, intentional, and self-
serving, as the use of denial usually is; the denier is acting
and speaking in ways that most anyone in their position, ac-
cused of the similar offenses, acts and speaks.

Drawing attention to denial, one can reveal it to be so
much artifice. This is what Representative Rashida Tlaib

accomplished when she criticized, as racist, Representative
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Mark Meadows’s protection of Donald Trump. Tlaib
saw Meadows’s protective use of credentialing for what it
was: a boilerplate denial of color-blind racism. Describing
Meadows’s speech in this way, she effectively jammed his
messaging, forcing him to stumble his way to an unsatisfy-
ing account for himself and leading the media to take notice.

Tlaib used naming as a political intervention. Importantly,
she has a platform to transform naming, which is largely a
descriptive act, into an intervention. However, for many of
us, naming is less an intervention as it is an act of witness-
ing. Like those whom Stanley Cohen calls “moral witnesses,”
those who speak denial’s proper names search “for the quiet
but certain knowledge of what the powerful deny and would
rather not have witnessed.” The witnesses, like those who
name denial, are “active bystanders—powerless to intervene,
but a reminder to perpetrators that not everyone approves or
colludes.”* Active, because those who name denial speak of
reality. But bystanders still, because naming describes, but
does not necessarily remedy, that reality.

Jeremiah Bey Ellison, a member of the Minneapolis City
Council, made this point in a New York Times editorial on the
city and its pervasive inequalities, the latter made worse by

coronavirus. Ellison writes,

During every crisis, well-meaning white people here make a
ritual of acknowledging the city’s steep inequities, but we’ve
been hearing the same “woe is you” sentiment for a long
time. It’s as if people think the mere acknowledgment is the

work. But as North Minneapolis prepares to brace ourselves
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for the grim future Detroit and Milwaukee have shown us,
the death tolls suggest that acknowledgments don’t mean a

thing. I want to take us back to this notion of remedy."

Remedy treks further than naming. It treks further, even,
than the conventional meaning of acknowledgment, as the
cognitive recognition of truth, takes us. The remedies Ellison
has in mind are deeply social and structural. These are the
most advanced forms of acknowledgment, far on its path.

First, though, more modest responses.

Redirection

Acknowledgment contains another irony. One of its strate-
gies is, in fact, a form of denial. We can effectively harness
redirection to indirectly disrupt uncomfortable and even
dangerous social encounters.

In 2012, a fight broke out on the No. 6 train in New York
City between a woman and a man whom she accused of fol-
lowing her. Writing of the fight, the New York Times invoked a
familiar urban scene: “The most enduring and useful custom
of New York subway riders is that they don masks of stone at
the turnstile, and keep them on until they’ve gotten where
they are going. The origins of this sound practice are beyond
the memory of any living New Yorker, but . . . its value con-
tinues to be proved every day.”'* Indeed, the video of the
fight shows textbook bystander behavior. Those nearest the
fight look around nervously but take no action. But then, a

third person, Charles Sonder, steps between the woman and
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man. Sonder deescalates the conflict through his sheer phys-
ical presence and his distracting performance of normalcy.
Between the two strangers, Sonder casually eats a pile of po-
tato chips he’d brought with him. It would be laughable if it
wasn'’t so effective.

Redirection is the least one can do, and the least one can
do is sometimes enough to disrupt the everyday harass-
ments and threats that people encounter. Bystander inter-
vention programs, such as Bringing in the Bystander at the
University of New Hampshire (UNH), train college students
to use redirection when they observe risk markers of sexual
assault. Jane Stapleton, co-director of the UNH’s Prevention
Innovations Research Center, describes how she “tells stu-
dents they’ll need to be creative about outmaneuvering ag-
gressors. Among the diversions she discusses: suddenly
turning on the lights at a party or turning off the music [or]
accidentally spilling a drink on the guy.”*®

Likewise, a 2016 New York Times article on disrupting of-
fensive speech highlights the power of changing the topic or
causing a distraction. According to Gail Stern, who trains
college students and members of the military in sexual vio-
lence prevention techniques, one might try, for instance, re-
framing another’s offensive speech as “satire.” According to
Stern, “one deft approach might be to assume that the speaker
is being outrageous on purpose, and to respond with some-
thing like this: Tlove satire. It’s so weird that people believe
that for real and it’s so cool you called that out.”*¢
Redirection can change the course of social events. It can

move offensive conversations away from their offensiveness.
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It can deescalate conflicts and, even, potentially violent en-
counters. Still, it is a relatively weak intervention. There is a
reason, after all, that it’s a form of denial. While it may alter
a discrete incident (e.g., the offensive speech), it often leaves
the underlying causes of that incident (e.g., norms that tol-
erate sexist or racist speech) untouched, as well as the en-
during harms on those subjected to the speech. Indeed, by
turning attention, redirection may, ultimately, conceal what

it interrupts.

Disruption

Disruption is more powerful than redirection. By tell-
ing another that their speech or behavior is offensive, one
directly interrupts the incident and calls out the underlying
norms expressed in it. Disruptions don’t need to be elaborate.
One study of college men’s anti-sexual violence efforts shows
how men use “short, brief and immediate statements” to dis-
rupt offensive talk or abusive behavior. Men report using
phrases like “that’s not cool,” “you know that’s not appropri-
ate,” or even, a disapproving “yo, dude” to get other men to
stop engaging in offensive talk. (Admittedly, “you might have
to do it five times before they’ll stop saying it around you,”
one man reported.)"’

Disruption risks the ire of those at whom it’s directed. Still,
disruption has great potential. The disruptor often finds al-
lies, as their interventions empower other disruptors. Silence
often keeps would-be helpers immobilized by uncertainty or

tear. They're likely to remain bystanders until another person
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speaks or acts. In a study of white college students’ participa-
tion in racist incidents, Leslie Houts Picca and Joe R. Feagin
document this. For instance, “Don” reported telling a pair of
friends to stop making racist jokes. He did so after another
witness to the joking, a white female student, “groaned” at
the jokes “in a disapproving way.” Don reports, “It was only
after this grumble that I felt like any verbal objections I made
would be supported, and only then did I speak up.” “Tina,”
a white sociology major, condemned another’s stereotyp-
ing of African Americans after she noticed that others in her
group (of white students) were “appalled.” Indeed another
in the group explicitly asked Tina to “say something.”® In
both cases, the initial displays of disapproval are weaker than
Don’s and Tina’s interventions. And yet the initial interven-
tions give way to the stronger disruptions. This is at least in
part because the initial moves weaken pluralistic ignorance,
the belief that the group is unconcerned by or even approving
of some of its members’ racist speech.

Disruption is particularly important in organizational
settings, especially workplaces. There, and in ways that both
bystander experiments (chapter 2) and Asch’s experiment
(chapter 4) foreshadow, people often experience pressure to-
ward consensus and silence. Of this “organizational silence,”
Elizabeth Wolfe Morrison and Frances J. Milliken, profes-
sors of management in New York University’s Stern School

of Business, write,

There are many different types of issues that people in orga-

nizations are silent about and many reasons why people may
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elect to be silent. An employee may keep quiet about unethi-
cal practices that he or she has observed, for example, out of
fear of being punished. Members of a group may choose to
not express dissenting opinions in the interest of maintain-
ing consensus and cohesiveness in the group. Thus, silence
can be caused by fear, by the desire to avoid conveying bad
news or unwelcome ideas, and also by normative and social

pressures that exist in groups."®

According to Morrison and Milliken, organizational silences
are not likely to be corrected by individual employees or even
individual managers. Instead, “revolutionary change” to the
system may be required to rebuild trust, protect employees
who speak up, and create processes that can transform dis-
senting opinions and inconvenient facts into change.*’ Still,
some contexts may be more favorable to the surfacing of dis-
sent and problems. When employees perceive their superiors
as willing to listen and do not fear reprisal, they’re more likely
to raise difficult issues.”!

But Morrison and Milliken’s research into organiza-
tional silences raises something even more basic to social
life. Workers who remain silent about difficult issues report
doing so because they fear negative social reactions, such as
being labeled a tattletale. They also fear damaging a relation-
ship with a co-worker. Fear of retaliation—losing a job, for
instance—actually ranked fourth among reasons that forty
interviewees gave to Morrison and Milliken for staying si-
lent at work. Just as a class of students overlooks a professor’s

mistakes for fear of embarrassing themselves or the professor,
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co-workers may tolerate offensive behavior or organizational
problems because of the common stresses, worries, and fears
of social interaction. Pluralistic ignorance, an employee’s
sense that others do not share their concerns, also contrib-
utes to organizational silence over problems. Disruption—
even those as weak as the “groan” that empowered Don or as
informal as a sidebar or private conversation—can help undo
these states, suggesting to would-be disruptors that their con-

cerns are real, legitimate, and shared.

Documentation

Redirection and disruption support acknowledgment in every-
day encounters with others. Like the everyday forms of denial,
these forms are particularly well suited to emergent troubles
and difficulties within the encounter themselves. Still other
strategies are needed to support acknowledgment of more
complex, enduring, and organizational forms of denial.
Literal denial, the outright denial of a problem, struggles
to endure a paper trail. Documentation not only provides evi-
dence of those first-order transgressions I discussed in chapter
s. It also can provide evidence of guilty knowledge—that su-
pervisors, human resources officers, an organization’s lawyers,
or watchdogs knew of those transgressions, yet tolerated them.
Ideally, paper trails will be official. They will be sent to the
appropriate authority, using organizational documents and
conventions. Accounts of transgressions that are localized,
describing witnessed or known events in detail, are especially

disruptive. They approach the limits of literal denial, in that
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particularly descriptive and even-handed documentation can
sometimes secure the previously denied reality.
Second-order paper trails are also important. The posi-
tion of would-be whistleblowers is strengthened if they have
documentation of their documentation. Archived emails,
copies of letters, and receipts for the latter’s mailing help. For
instance, in December 2005, Dennis Hambek, a Wells Fargo

employee,

sent a letter via certified mail to Carrie Tolstedt, who had
become the head of regional banking at Wells Fargo in 2002.
In the letter, which would have been passed on to the bank’s
legal department, he described the gaming he’d witnessed,
and told her that employees were leaving. “It would behoove
someone to survey these employees as to the true reason
they left the company.” He added, “Upper management is
also aware of this, as is the ethicsline, yet no action has been

taken.”??

That Hambek sent his letter via certified mail and that he
kept a copy of it gave him and Bethany McLean, an edi-
tor with Vanity Fair, leverage when reporting on Hambek’s
allegations.

There are good reasons one may not wish to share a paper
trail, either internally or externally. Disrupting through doc-
umentation can open one to retaliation. Supervisors may not
be trustworthy, or may not appreciate bad news, or may be
the subject of those paper trails. Indeed, one study of whis-

tleblowers found that those who make disclosures internally
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tend to be fired more quickly than those who make their dis-
closures externally. Their disclosures, meanwhile, tend not
to produce as much change as externally directed whistle-
blowers. But the latter were subject to prolonged, extensive
periods of retaliation. At the same time, protections of whis-
tleblowers are complex and uneven. Some US states protect
whistleblowers who report internally to their organizations.
Some protect whistleblowers who report externally. Other
states make no distinction.”?

Despite these reservations, I expect that the push for
documentation will become ever greater. Today, most of
us expect that our lives will be documented in the forms
of photographs, texts, and emails. This is a double-edged
sword. Textual records are more permanent, for being digi-
tally stored, and more easily and discreetly created than ever
before. But that recognition means that others are likely to
treat what isn’t well documented as unreal, for the expecta-
tion now is that all of life will inevitably be captured. Sontag
wrote this of photographs nearly two decades ago, and it is
even truer of all types of communication today.>*

Lacking a paper trail, investigative journalists often seek
contemporaneous accounts of allegations. That is, they in-
vestigate whether the person making an allegation shared it
with others at the time the alleged wrongdoing occurred. To
explain the New York Times’ slow and ambivalent reporting
on Tara Reade’s accusations that Joe Biden had sexually as-
saulted her, Dean Baquet, executive editor of the Times, of-
fered, “We did what we always do. One thing we have tried
to do, going all the way back to the Bill O’Reilly story, is to
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find out whether people talk to people contemporaneously,
whether they describe their stories to people before they be-
came public. And in fact, she had talked to a couple of peo-
ple who confirm that to us.” Contemporaneous accounts
(weakly) mimic a paper trail, in that they suggest that an al-
legation has history and was not invented for the political or
personal needs of the present. Still, they’re not the “ultimate
test,” as Baquet puts it later in his account of the Times’ re-
porting. Nor do they guarantee that others will perceive an
allegation as credible. And they remain vulnerable to the out-

right denials of the accused.*®

Doubts lurks at the edges of these pages. One of those doubts
is that denial, and the people and groups invested in it, will
surrender so easily. Perhaps one can effectively intervene at
the edges of social life—the public emergency among anony-
mous strangers, the muttered offense by a co-worker. But as
denial scales up, into workplaces, organizations, and politics,
it demands a more complex, more powerful response. Even
the whistleblowers, staring down power armed only with an
allegation and piles of documents, require outlets and allies
ready to defend their claims.

Truth, a paper trail to support it, and a person to speak
it are necessary but insufficient conditions of collective ac-
knowledgment. Writing of photographs, the supposedly
undeniable form of evidence, Sontag argues that a “context
of feeling and attitude” must be present for a photograph to

move public opinion.*® I agree with this but seek to extend it.
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A context of feeling and attitude must sustain any revelation.
This context must prepare the public to listen to those who
speak of hidden truths; it must ready them to remain stead-
fast in the face of the accused’s predictable denials. More
than this is needed, though. The message must be carried and
amplified—and this is how we, as social actors, indeed build
a resilient context of feeling and attitude. The messenger, in
turn, needs to be defended from the inevitable attacks by the
well-paid lawyers, the mercenary private investigators, and
the better-resourced rhetoricians.

To match collective denial, acknowledgment must be lev-
eled up into a collective form. This transformation mobilizes
those harmed by problems, organizes activists and advocates,
activates bystanders, and, eventually, may even compel the
powerful to take notice. It pushes toward new policies, words,
and ideas. In support of this, it generates new data and evi-
dence, to secure the reality of what some would prefer to ig-
nore. And it designs actions and solutions, helping people
shed their bystander states by making paths of change visible.

There is no fact, there is no truth, so undeniable as to be
undeniable. But collective acknowledgment can remake so-
ciety. Curricula are redesigned and textbooks revised, so as
to hide ever less. New memorials are erected and signage
posted, to bring history out of the forgotten. Old ones, their
mistruths now recognized, are altered or removed. Sites of
historical traumas and denials are recovered and marked. We
cut new paths of acknowledgment through our world. Along
the way, we find our way to thoughts, selves, and communi-

ties remade, though never fully.
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Toward Sociologies of Denial

THE study of denial has been at the edges of socio-
logical theory and empirical work for a long time.
For the past five decades, sociologists of social problems have
examined the claims and counterclaims of those promoting
and contesting the reality of social problems, producing what
could be considered prototypes for the study of collective
denial.' Before that, Erving Goffman’s studies of interaction,
Gresham Sykes and David Matza’s theory of neutralizations,
and Marvin B. Scott and Stanford M. Lyman’s theory of
accounts prefigured contemporary social theories of inter-
personal denial.> But we can push further into the history
of sociology and still find denial. In US sociology, the study
of ignorance, the state of not knowing, dates to at least 1949,
with the publication of Wilbert Moore and M. Tumin’s arti-
cle “Some Social Functions of Ignorance.”® W. E. B. Du Bois’s
concluding chapter, “The Propaganda of History,” in his 1935
book Black Reconstruction in America: 1860-1880, offers an
early analysis of the hidden curriculum, collective memory,
and the erasure of knowledge—and especially white knowl-

edge—of systemic racism in the United States.*
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Obviously, Eviatar Zerubavel and Stanley Cohen were
not the first sociologists to write of denial or denial-like
processes. But their works in the late 1990s and early 2000s,
particularly Zerubavel’s The Elephant in the Room and
Cohen’s States of Denial, have given a more formal struc-
ture and analytic vocabulary to the sociological study of
denial. Zerubavel’s theory of “socially organized denial,”
for instance, reveals how silence about problems is main-
tained through socialization, interactions, social sanctions,
and social norms like taboos. Cohen, meanwhile, identi-
fied three forms of human-rights denial in the discourse
of governments—literal, interpretive, and implicatory—
that have proven remarkably generalizable across time and
social problems. Social scientists, myself included, have
documented how these forms of denial appeared in public
discourse of US torture.’ Kari Marie Norgaard, meanwhile,
synthesizes Zerubavel’s and Cohen’s frameworks for the
study of climate change denial.

Despite the inroads that Zerubavel and Cohen made,
there remains no single framework for the sociology of de-
nial. Norgaard’s Living in Denial offers us the closest thing,
a robust and sophisticated theory of denial that addresses
the role of the micro, through the study of emotions, and
the macro, through the study of cultural narratives and na-
tional identity, in both interpersonal and collective denial.
In this regard, Living in Denial simultaneously synthesizes
Zerubavel’s and Cohen’s works, while also advancing the
sociology of denial by connecting it to other dimensions of

social life. For these reasons, Norgaard’s scholarship should
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be, in my view, the departure point for scholars interested in
building a social theory of denial.5

I have tried to do something different in this book. Rather
than build an overarching theory of denial, I've identified and
described the myriad forms that denial takes, continuing to
develop the analytic vocabulary that Cohen first began ar-
ranging. I've done this with two different category of readers
in mind. Some, like the people who take my undergraduate
course on denial, want to perceive social life more clearly, un-
derstand it more deeply, and describe it with greater preci-
sion than they could before taking a course or reading a book.
Others, mainly other professional sociologists, share much
with that first category of reader. They, too, want to perceive
social life more clearly, understand it more deeply, and de-
scribe it with greater precision than they could before read-
ing an article or book. But they’re also interested in building
formal, theoretical descriptions or explanations of social life
and designing empirical studies to test those explanations.

To the former category of reader, I've tried, through this
book, to be a guide to the use of denial in social life. I've
pointed out the moments when and contexts in which this
reader will likely observe specific forms of denial. I've offered
names to those forms, and I've tried to define those forms and
illustrate them with multiple examples. This, in a sense, is the
pedagogical purpose of this book, which largely tracks with
my course on denial.

To the latter category of reader, I hope I've offered a set
of threshold concepts for the study of denial. These con-

cepts can be employed in studies of denial; they can also be
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adapted for the study of various social issues and problems
more generally. There are other forms to be found, named,
and described. Some may already be available in the vast lit-
erature relevant to the study of denial. Still others may yet
be invented by some particularly innovative and masterful
denier.

To this reader, I've also tried to demonstrate just how dif-
fuse denial is in social life. Denial, I believe, is a key that un-
locks so much of social life—the interactional processes of
face work, neutralizations, and account making; organiza-
tional misconduct and white-collar crime; scandal manage-
ment; and collective memory and the hidden curriculum. So
rather than explain denial, I've tried to explain how denial is
implicated in these other social processes.

Denial’s diffusion, in turn, partly explains the underde-
velopment of the sociology of denial, despite the discipline’s
appreciation of Zerubavel’s, Cohen’s, and Norgaard’s works.
Denial has and perhaps always will have too many disciplin-
ary and subdisciplinary homes. In everyday interaction,
people use strategies of denial to background or minimize
distressing information; symbolic interactionists, ethno-
methodologists, and social psychologists have made the
most important contributions to our understanding of these
strategies. Scholarship on accounts, excuses, disclaimers,
and apologies—the rhetoric of denial—spans criminology,
communications, philosophy, and political science. Denial
is central to organizational misconduct and white-collar
crime; organizational sociology, organizational and man-

agement studies, and critical criminology have the most to

printed on 2/14/2023 3:10 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco. conterns-of -use



EBSCChost -

APPENDIX | 203

offer here. Political communication is replete with strategies
to background or minimize distressing information; com-
munications scholars, political scientists and sociologists,
and cultural sociologists offer us vocabularies for describ-
ing denial in politics. Meanwhile, sociologists of ignorance,
themselves navigating a fairly new disciplinary terrain, cross
paths with those of us studying denial, even as our reference
lists diverge. And because one of the central tasks of social
scientists is to make the previously invisible—that is, the
previously denied—rvisible, many subfields have theories
and empirical studies relevant to the study of denial. For in-
stance, Eduardo Bonilla-Silva’s studies of color-blind racism
and Ian Haney Lépez’s studies of dog-whistle politics should
be as foundational to the study of denial as they are to the
study of contemporary racism.

Because denial is diffuse, it also suffers from definitional
issues. The reviewers of a draft of this book pointed this
out to me, and I have struggled with finding a path forward
through their (constructive) critiques. Definitional issues
ultimately frustrate efforts to build a theoretical framework
for denial, asit’s not yet clear that we know the composition,
size, or shape of the thing we’re trying to frame. This ap-
pendix explores some of these definitional issues. I suspect,
though, that it does not resolve these issues, for they have
long appeared in the study of other, related phenomena—
social problems and moral panics, to name two. Still, by
foregrounding these issues, I hope to show my own circu-
itous way through these definitional challenges. I also hope

to add texture to this book, moving beyond description of
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forms of denial to description of the sociological project of

studying denial.

Defining Denial

Over the course of this book, I describe denial as two sets of
strategies—those that people and organizations use to keep
potentially discrediting or distressing information in the
background of social life and rhetorical or discursive ones
that people use to minimize that information when it sur-
faces. This description dovetails with Norgaard’s definition
of denial “as the process by which individuals collectively
distance themselves from information because of norms of
emotions, conversation, and attention and by which they use
an existing cultural repertoire of strategies in the process.”’
Both of our definitions emphasize processes and strategies;
they emphasize, in other words, that denial is something that
people do rather than a state.

My definition lacks Norgaard’s explanation—what fol-
lows the “because . ..” (of norms of emotions, conversation,
and attention). There are two reasons that I forgo the built-in
explanation. The first is because I'm hesitant to ascribe mo-
tives to social action. Motives, as C. Wright Mills showed
and as neutralization theory emphasizes, are part and parcel
of the intersubjective construction of reality. People invoke
motives to account for themselves, and motives themselves
are socially organized into cultural repertoires.* Norms of at-
tention, emotions, and conversation are as much part of our

shared cultural vocabularies as are strategies of denial. The
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second reason I avoid the “because ...” is because it is simul-
taneously too narrow and too general. Narrow, because if we
are to ascribe motivating factors to denial, the list of underly-
ing reasons people minimize information is likely longer than
those any definition can include. For instance, if  were to de-
velop a list of underlying motives to denial, I'd add norms of
identity performance to Norgaard’s definition. I'd also add
norms protecting social and political power to it. General, be-
cause “norms”—and on this I agree with Howard Becker, and
John Darley and Bibb Latané—are often so vague and con-
flicting as to offer only weak explanations of social action.’”
I recognize, though, that not all social scientists share these
positions on norms and, indeed, explanations of behavior. I
don’t intend to reject Norgaard’s definition, but only to de-
scribe some of the differences here.

My definition also differs from Norgaard’s in identify-
ing two distinct sets of strategies of denial—those used to
background information and those used to minimize infor-
mation. These fall under Norgaard’s umbrella term of “cul-
tural repertoire of strategies.” By identifying and describing
two distinct sets of strategies, I hope this book helps advance
the study of denial by organizing the strategies to which
Norgaard alludes. I'd add, too, that I don't see these strate-
gies as exclusively cultural, in the sense that Norgaard means.
Citing Ann Swidler’s work, Norgaard describes the cultural
resources underlying denial as “symbols, stories, rituals and
world-views which people may use in varying configurations
to solve different kinds of problems.”’® The strategies of de-

nial also include interactional rituals, culturally mediated
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rhetorical forms like disclaimers and accounts, and organi-
zational strategies of knowledge building and knowledge
effacement. These strategies, too, include the material and
textual activities that give enduring form to denial, such as
curating archives, editing textbooks, or designing historical
markers to efface problems. I expect that others will iden-
tify sets of strategies deployed to background and minimize

information.

Beyond Strategies of Denial

While more work needs to be done to uncover the strate-
gies of denial, sociologies of denial should not be limited
to the description of those strategies. On one hand, these
strategies are likely endless. A single strategy can be parsed
into multiple substrategies, and new strategies are discover-
able still. There are diminishing returns in the building of a
typology of techniques or strategies of denial. We see this,
for instance, in the studies of accounts, neutralizations, and
image-restoration techniques. William L. Benoit dedicates
about ten pages of his book Accounts, Excuses, and Apologies
to listing the various typologies associated with particular
social scientists and, even, particular social scientists’ differ-
ent studies."' The typologies themselves are helpful, insofar
as they generate material for empirical studies of how peo-
ple use accounts. But their diversity, their lengths, and their
different levels of analysis mean that they are poorer guides
to accounts than a typology should be. For this reason, I

decided to be rather selective in presenting the rhetorical
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forms of denial, foregrounding those forms that I view as
most important to everyday and collective denial.

There is another risk in the focus on types, strategies, tech-
niques, or forms of denial. This focus can obscure the core
differences in expressions or enactments of those forms. A
reviewer of this book, for instance, helpfully pointed out that
processes of attention management are different when con-
fronting the plainly visible “spinach in the teeth” of a speaker
and the far less immediately visible and intelligible prob-
lem of climate change. In both cases, people may attempt to
“feign ignorance” of the problems. But the leaf of spinach is
simply there, unadorned in the tooth. (I'd add, though, that
even the “spinach in the teeth” is part of public discourse,
within popular writing on manners and as a bit of physical
comedy in television and movies. In a sense, these contribute
to the act of noticing the leafy green by shaping how we re-
spond to them.) By contrast, underlying the act of noticing cli-
mate change is the knowledge that is built by experts, climate
change organizations, activists, journalists, and politicians to
make climate change visible to others.

Denial’s form and behavior will depend on the sociologi-
cal niches in which it’s used. (The same is true of many liv-
ing things within ecological niches, but I don’t want to push
that metaphor too far.) Its purpose or the consequences of
its uses will differ, too, depending on how it’s used and who
uses it. (The same is true of many tools in the hands of differ-
ently skilled and resourced builders, but I don’t want to push
that metaphor too far either.) There’s a reason that Zerubavel

invokes interactionist theories to develop a theory of silence
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in everyday life, while Cohen invokes neutralization theory
to develop his categories of official discourse. Some analyti-
cal tools are better suited to examining some forms of denial
than are others.

I don’t think the study of denial is unique in this, as I sus-
pect this is the case with nearly all social phenomena that ap-
pear across social settings of differing complexity. The study
of collective memory, for instance, has to account for the fact
that individuals carry understandings of history that are so-
cially structured, while those understandings are produced,
invoked, and also contested at institutional and collective lev-
els. This has left the study of collective memory, a seemingly
unified and coherent social thing, fragmented and, according
to one leading theorist, nonparadigmatic, transdisciplinary,
and centerless.'> Why should the sociological study of denial
be different?

Rather than try to remedy the nonparadigmatic, trans-
disciplinary, and centerless enterprise of studying denial, we
might instead be adaptable, nimble, even omnivorous in our
definition and theorizing of denial. We need, after all, to track
denial across an expansive social terrain. In other words, I
believe that the definitional troubles we face when examin-
ing social problems, collective memory, and perhaps, too,
denial follow from the sociological impulse to purify social
phenomena, seeking something singular and internally con-
sistent. My preference is for sociologies of denial that enable
us to describe the heterogeneity of forms of denial; the in-
teractional, communicative, and organizational strategies

that make up those forms; the sociocultural resources that
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support those strategies; and the material and symbolic ve-
hicles that allow socially constructed forms of denial to tra-
verse the social.

In my earlier works on the denial of torture, I bor-
rowed from the constructionist sociologies of knowledge
of James A. Holstein, Dorothy Smith, and Bruno Latour."?
In Holstein’s constructionist analytic approach, I find a
method of describing the relationship between micro-
interactions implicated in the construction of problems and
the collective representations that add structure to those
micro-interactions. In Smith’s institutional ethnography
and Latour’s actor-network theory, I find vocabularies and
theoretical concepts for describing the symbolic, textual,
and material vehicles that allow those collective represen-
tations to “travel” from the meso and macro levels where
they’re produced to microsettings where they can be in-
voked in interactions and where they structure interactions.
In all three approaches, I find an impulse toward examin-
ing how social constructions of problems extend their reach
through the social, knitting together sites at the micro,
meso, and macro levels. And, in all three, I find a recogni-
tion of the diversities of things out of which people build
or deny social problems. I did not write this book to adapt
this sociology of knowledge approach to the study of denial.
Still, by documenting the myriad forms that denial takes,
the contexts in which those forms appear, and by hinting at
the materials—such as textbooks—that allow those forms
to circulate across those contexts, this book is largely con-

sistent with this approach.
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Objectivity, Values, and the Sociology of Denial

There are other challenges—narrower ones, but still
deep—in defining denial. One follows from the sociologist’s
need to assess others’ claims about problems as true or false.
Should studies of denial be limited to the denial of true accu-
sations and real social problems? Commonly, we use the word
“denial” to indeed describe the denial of real things. But,
sociologically, this question is more difficult to answer than
common sense would lead us to believe.

For instance, the dictionary definition of denial does not
presume that the allegation is indeed true or that the denial
is false, though that is how we commonly think of denial as
working. Rather, the person engaging in denial can be on the
side of the truth. For instance, the Oxford English Dictionary
offers one definition of denial as “the asserting (of anything)
to be untrue or untenable; contradiction of a statement or al-
legation as untrue or invalid; also, the denying of the exis-
tence or reality of a thing.”** A denial can be true or false, just
as the allegation or information it aims at can be.

When examining individual statements in response to an
allegation, I sometimes tread closely to the dictionary defi-
nition; statements that deny an allegation (as opposed to
a social problem), the harm of the alleged behavior, or the
speaker’s responsibility for that behavior—whether a seem-
ingly accurate or not statement—appear in my research of
the denial of torture and in this book.!® For instance, in an
article and in my book on torture, I analyze General Ricardo

Sanchez’s denial of responsibility for the torture of detainees
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at Abu Ghraib. Specifically, Sanchez denied that he had per-
mitted any techniques depicted in the photographs taken at
Abu Ghraib. As far as I know, this statement is true. But this
doesn’t make it uninteresting or unimportant as a denial.
Though literally true, Sanchez’s denial remains sociologi-
cally interesting, at least to those interested in organizational
misconduct and social problems. It offers an example of how
a relatively powerful institutional actor constructs his re-
sponsibility for the behavior of subordinates while on the
relatively high-profile stage of a congressional hearing. For
instance, Sanchez and those who defended him invoked spe-
cific texts, which described permitted and prohibited inter-
rogation techniques; this suggests the textual mediation of
claims about organizational accountability.'®

There’s another way of thinking about Sanchez’s denial.
It frames organizational accountability in rather narrow
terms, as what a superordinate literally and directly permits.
Another framing of responsibility appeared in a Department
of Defense investigation of Abu Ghraib, which argued that
General Sanchez set the conditions for torture by continually
changing interrogation policies; this confused his subordi-
nates and introduced torturous practice into military guide-
lines in Iraq."” Sociologically and criminologically, an even
more robust understanding of organizational misconduct
and responsibility for it is available in the notion of “strain,”
as developed in the work of Robert K. Merton and Diane
Vaughan and briefly described in chapter 4 here. Similarly,
social psychologists emphasize the role of superordinates in

creating environments that make violence like torture likely.
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These theories provide further leverage for understanding
Sanchez’s truthful statement about not directly authorizing
the use of torture at Abu Ghraib as a denial of responsibility.

Admittedly, I tend to be drawn to moments when people
deny allegations that are, to the best of our knowledge, true.
But the issue for a sociologist studying denial is not, primar-
ily, to establish the truth of allegations or the lie of a specific
denial. This can sometimes be impossible to do and rarely
will a sociologist be positioned to accomplish this. Rather,
sociologies of denial consider how statements work as deni-
als, in the broadest sense. What'’s being denied—the harm of
the alleged behavior, responsibility for it, or something else
entirely? How does social context, as well as the positions of
those making allegations and denials, influence the effective-
ness of the denial? What symbolic, textual, and material re-
sources does the person making the denial bring to bear to
make their denial seem credible? What performative strate-
gies do they use? How do audiences respond to the denial?
How does the denial circulate through public arenas and so-
cial contexts? And how does the denial relate, or not, to avail-
able evidence supporting both the denial and the allegation?

This final question is especially relevant to the treatment
of the veracity of allegations and denials, though it works on a
different register. By detecting whether there are differences
in how people construct denials in relation to different forms,
amounts, and social perceptions of evidence, we can do two
things at once. We can sidestep the issue of whether any spe-
cific denial is true or false, by focusing on what the claims

makers caught up in denials and the counterclaims makers
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define as providing proof of the truth or falsehood of claims.
We can also understand how different constructions of alle-
gations and evidence shape the ways people use denial and

how audiences receive those denials.

Denial and the Readlity of Collective Problems

At the collective level, when addressing social problems,
the study of denial transforms, just as denial itself does.
Zerubavel, Cohen, and Norgaard all seem to reserve the word
“denial” for occasions when people are denying real social
problems. I, too, am inclined to reserve denial for these uses.
This helps distinguish the study of denial from the study of
related phenomena, particularly social problems and moral
panics.

Sociologists of social problems examine all claims about
problems—those drawing attention to problems and those
downplaying them—while backgrounding whether those
claims are true.'® This act of backgrounding the validity of
claims allows sociologists of social problems to study all
claims with a single theoretical vocabulary. Doing so, they
explain the rise and fall of public attention and constructions
of problems by reference to subjective concern for, rather
than the objective conditions of, problems. Critical exami-
nations of the sociology of social problems have shown that
this effort at backgrounding those objective conditions is
never fully realized; in most studies of social problems, the
researcher takes a stance on whether a problem is real and

claims about it true.!® Still, in its insistence that claims about
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problems be studied with a single vocabulary, the study of
social problems remains distinct from the study of denial and
its polar opposite, moral panics.

Sociologists who have studied “moral panics” examine
people’s efforts to build awareness, outrage, and action to-
ward problems that, evidence suggests, are not nearly as wide-
spread and/or harmful as those people say. In this way, the
study of moral panics differs from the study of social prob-
lems more generally because scholars concerned with the for-
mer tend to foreground the misalignment between subjective
concern for and objective harms of a problem. With moral
panics, subjective concern for a problem is high, even as the
objective basis for that concern is relatively low. This concern
can usually be observed across the media, politics, institu-
tions, and even everyday life: there is an abundance of talk
about and work on moral panics. In a sense, there is an abun-
dance of acknowledgment, perhaps even too much relative to
other problems or to the very reality of the problem itself.>°

Sociologists tend to describe two types of moral panics.
Some problems are said to rise to the level of a moral panic
when public concern, attention, and work on them is dispro-
portionate to the documented harms and risks of the problem.
Crimes against children are some of the most common exam-
ples. Kidnapping by strangers and cyberbullying, for instance,
are two problems that have, at times, provoked substantial
public concern, even as social science research and crime data
suggested that these problems were not nearly as widespread
and common as many believed. There can be no impartial

standard for how much concern any problems rightly deserve;
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this complicates analysis of the first type of moral panics, en-
suring that work on them is always value-laden. But usually
the standard is a comparative one. If Problem X has similar
harms and effects on a similar number of people as Problem
Y, but receives substantially more concern than Problem Y,
Problem X may be viewed as a moral panic. Or if Problem X
is not occurring more frequently, or is as limited in scope, or
is harming no more people than it was in the past but public
concern spikes, it may be viewed as a moral panic.

Other problems rise to the level of moral panic because
there is simply no evidence that the problem even exists. For
instance, from the late 1970s through the early 1990s, there
was widespread concern among the public, politicians, law
enforcement, and the media about sadistic Satanic cults that
were said to be kidnapping and killing tens of thousands of
people a year in the United States.” They weren't, but this
subjective concern for cult activity shaped media coverage,
investigations, and prosecutions of some violent crimes.

Denial is the mirror image of moral panics. (Not sur-
prisingly, Cohen, whose career spanned the development
of scholarship on both moral panics and denial, was at the
vanguard of theory and research of both.) Sociologists in-
terested in collective denial of social problems are generally
concerned with problems about which two things are true.
Those problems have, to the best of our knowledge, a dem-
onstrated, objective reality and harms. Even so, significant
segments of the public, the media, or elites demonstrate little
subjective concern for that problem and/or make claims that

aim to depress concern for those problems.
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There are analytical challenges to this approach to denial,
just as there are analytic challenges to the study of moral
panics.”? There is no impartial, objective standard to in-
voke to establish that public concern for a problem is so out
of alignment with that problem’s reality as to qualify as de-
nial. (For instance, one can claim that so long as one person
is harmed by a problem it deserves attention and ought not
be denied.)** The descriptive approach, focused on strategies
of denial, I've taken in this book only partially dodges this
issue. This approach asks us to identify and investigate those
activities through which people avoid, depress, or collectively
suppress knowledge of and concern for a problem. This can
be done without reference to a standard for determining how
much knowledge and concern to a problem is appropriate;
any interactional, organizational, or rhetorical move that
avoids, depresses, or suppresses concern for a problem can be
considered relevant to the study of denial.

Still, this book is predicated on a value-laden position
that there ought to be more belief in or recognition of cer-
tain problems. This distinguishes this book and the study
of denial from the more general study of social problems. It
also leads to the use of the phrase “denial of problems,” as
opposed, say, to the more neutral phrase of “backgrounding
problems.” I'm comfortable with the latter but clearly prefer
the former.

This position leads to other problems. As a prerequisite
for research into the denial of social problems, we must rely
on the expertise of others, including scientists outside our

own discipline, to establish which allegations and problems
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are real, in order to label some people’s responses to those
allegations and problems as “denial.” In some cases, knowl-
edge about information and allegations may be in flux or
ambiguous. Or knowledge may itself be implicated in the
back-and-forth between those acknowledging problems and
those denying those same problems. Because information
about the problems being denied is itself implicated in the
denial and acknowledgment of problems, the sociological
study of denial cannot shed politics. To study the denial of
climate change, as Norgaard has, or torture, as Cohen and
I have, is to assert that, to the best of our knowledge, cli-
mate change is happening and specific instances of torture
occurred, even though some people—and usually powerful
people invested in these problems not being recognized—
contest these facts.

There is an enduring tradition of value-free sociology that
has legitimate critiques of value-laden work. From this per-
spective, the study of denial is on precarious terrain, for it is,
at its very foundation, an intervention into the topics were
studying, rather than a disinterested look at those topics.
But there is an equally enduring tradition of public sociol-
ogy that argues for the absolute necessity of work that takes
value-laden positions.** Most professional sociology pro-
grams socialize graduate students into the former, which is
its own study in denial (already written by sociologists like
Eric Margolis and Mary Romero).>® By contrast, I think that
most studies of the denial of social problems require an act of
public sociology. They will involve a judgment about the va-

lidity of claims. They will also involve work, through the act
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of research and writing, to compose a world in which specific
problems may be recognized.

I have no unmovable intellectual foundation on which to
ground the study of denial. Instead, I have the recognition
of the value-laden nature of my work. I'm comfortable with
this; it’s a tentative position, one that’s ever-evolving, likely
to lead toward mistakes, and, so, one that’s always in need of
revision. I suspect that any sociologist interested in studying

collective denial will also need to be comfortable with this.

Politics and Denial

Though we cannot lift the study of denial out of politics, it
does not mean that the politics of denial are straightforward.
Denial crosses political lines, simply because it is the tool
of people who wield social, political, and economic power.
When facing allegations of sexual harassment, abuse, and
assault, men associated with the Democratic Party have used
similar excuses and justifications as those associated with
the Republican Party; they have also relied on similar legal
and media strategies, such as nondisclosure agreements and
“catch and kill” arrangements, to silence accusers. To defend
the use of drones, President Barack Obama employed nearly
identical rhetorical arguments as President George W. Bush
did when defending torture: both presidents argued that the
violence of these acts was lawful, restrained, necessary, and
effective.

This does not mean that political liberals and conserva-

tives deploy denial in the exact same ways, on the same
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issues, or in equal parts. (Indeed, this book is not designed
to establish whether these claims are so.) But it does mean
that denial is a generic social tool, which confounds common
partisan political divides. Any person with social, political,
or economic power to defend will likely use denial when they
see an allegation or social problem threatening that power.
Certainly, effective deniers will adapt their denials to the
commonsensical modes of reasoning shared by the audiences
they most want to convince. But denial remains a socially and
culturally mediated activity; to effectively deny something,
one must align one’s efforts with commonsensical modes of
reasoning about the behavior, event, or problem in question,
as the introduction and chapter 3 suggest.

And though we cannot lift the study of denial out of poli-
tics, it also does not mean that politics is all there is to denial.
Chapter 1, for instance, addresses the ways that some forms of
denial may serve as basic interactional strategies in the face of
everyday mistakes and blunders, the sort that are as close to
apolitical as any in social life can be. In these cases, denial ap-
pears as an interactional ritual that allows people to smooth
over minor disruptions in social life. These uses of denial are
baked into interaction; people need to background irrelevant
and disruptive information to maintain functioning human
relationships and social settings.

Similarly, some uses of excuses and justifications—what I
refer to as the rhetoric of denial—may be an inevitable and,
in some cases, even functional ritual of social life. People de-
ploy the rhetoric of denial to account for their violations of

others’ expectations. Their uses of excuses and justifications
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often have the effect of preserving both underlying social
expectations and their own identities; in other words, some
uses of the rhetoric of denial may restore social life in the
face of disruptions. In a sense, they can be rituals of resto-
ration, countervailing rituals to the ceremonies of degrada-
tion that Harold Garfinkel theorized.>® Shadd Maruna and
Heith Copes’s 2005 review of five decades of neutralization
research in criminology makes a parallel point, positing that
neutralizations may signal a “weak attachment” to the behav-
ior being neutralized and “a willingness to change.”?’

I'm suggesting that some forms of denial can have pro-
social effects, insofar as they permit people to maintain the
flow of social life, mend social relationships, and restore dis-
credited identities.

But this recognition raises a question: how do we distin-
guish between “functional” and “dysfunctional” forms of
denial—those that restore social life and those that entrench
problems? Here, I can offer no firm analytic distinction, for
the harms of denial are always an empirical question that
needs to be considered within the contexts in which denial
occurs. They are also very much part of the claims-making
processes in which denial occurs, as those who want oth-
ers to acknowledge a problem will likely invoke the harms
of denial. (The study of the social construction of denial
awaits, as most of us working on denial treat it as an objec-
tive social phenomenon.) My working position is based on
the well-known distinction that C. Wright Mills makes be-
tween personal troubles and public issues.”® The former are

the inevitable, but unstructured, “blips” of imperfect social
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beings—the genuine accidents, isolated mistakes, and the
like. The latter are the structured problems of societies—
the inequalities and inequities, systems of dominance, and
forms of social suffering. In this book and my teaching, I tend
to describe the use of denial to gloss over personal troubles
as benign, perhaps functional, even pro-social, though this
may not inevitably be so. Conversely, I emphasize the social
harms of uses of denial to efface public issues. These uses of
denial tend to serve the interests of those implicated in and
benefiting from social problems; they also obscure the harms
of those problems, thereby becoming one contributing factor
in the persistence of those harms.

This is not an absolute position. Many of the things that
seem like “blips” of social life indeed relate to social struc-
tures, hierarchies, and inequalities, as a reviewer of this book
pointed out to me.>* And many of the things that seem like
“blips” in one era are revealed as collective problems to the
next. Qualifications also apply to public issues. Recall my
brief discussion, in the conclusion, of Sontag’s and Hyde’s po-
sition that collective forgetting may be a prerequisite of rec-
onciliation. Id also distinguish between a momentary denial
of a social problem by an individual and the systemic, col-
lective denials of communities, groups, institutions, and cul-
tures. For instance, a social scientist may need to background
climate change in order to research and teach on other social
problems, even though they know that most problems tend to
overlap and intersect. This is different, though, from an entire
social science department, professional organization, sub-

discipline, or discipline neglecting climate change in their

printed on 2/14/2023 3:10 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco. conterns-of -use



EBSCChost -

222 | APPENDIX

research and teaching. The former, I think, is a necessary act
of backgrounding of one topic to meaningfully foreground an-
other, akin to Zerubavel’s rules of relevance, which I describe
in the introduction. The latter is a collective enactment of rules
of relevance that produces a denial of certain problems. This
distinction, in the end, is meant as an invitation, not a conclu-

sion, to conversations about the consequences of denial.

Denial is an old theme, appearing in fables and morality
plays centuries, even thousands of years, old. Yet there’s a
sense that, today, denial has been remade. Politics and peo-
ple are more polarized, facts less factual, and disinformation
ever more viral. We're said to live in impervious social media
bubbles, which filter, refract, even reject reality. If this is true,
and I'm not convinced that it is, it is all the more important
that sociologies of denial keep pace with our objects of study.
Denial is multiple, nimble, and adaptable. So, too, must be
our theoretical and empirical tools.

Still, I recognize that it is unusual to close a book with the
ambivalence, hesitancies, and revisable positions underlying
one’s sociological approach. (And I recognize the irony of
hedging here, in a book meant to reveal how hedging func-
tions.) Social science is supposed to be definitive. Confident,
even. If we are neither definitive nor confident, then surely
we lean on our writing, effacing our doubt with definitive-
enough prose.

But I've closed this book not with that, but with recogni-

tion of my uncertainty at defining and theorizing denial. As
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an educator and a sociologist, I've found that revelatory and
truly generative conversations often happen when we accept
that we are lost amid the complexity of social life. And I've
learned, again and again, that there are others whose aid I

need to find my way out of that complexity.
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the suffering of others. Amid this lament, Rosenthal withholds
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Between Simmel’s and Becker’s interventions, Louis Wirth
published a foundational analysis in urban sociology; Wirth, too,
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My colleague Casey Stockstill alerted me to a 2010 episode of
ABC’s show What Would You Do?, which staged bike thefts with
one white “thief” and one Black “thief” In the aired episode, the
white “thief” is occasionally aided by (mostly white) passersby
when he explains his use of a saw on a bike lock by saying that
he’s lost his key to the lock. Meanwhile, the Black “thief;” who
offers the same explanation, is aggressively questioned and
photographed by (again, mostly white) passersby; several clearly
make their intention of alerting the police known. All deny that
the race of the apparent thief mattered to them. Burton, “Double
Standard”
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Here, I'm paraphrasing sports journalist and radio host Dan

Le Batard, who observed that you cannot start a sentence with
“no offense” and then say “that’s stupid.” Le Batard made these
remarks to Jay Bilas, an ESPN commentator on NCAA basket-
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ball, after Bilas, claiming to intend “no offense;” called Le Batard’s
questions about race and NCAA basketball players “stupid.”
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ing to some students. See Del Rosso and Nordstrom-Wehner,
“Team Grade Anarchy”
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his March 13, 2017, entry to his Random Evidence blog for the
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the work of Joseph Gusfield, whose research on car “accidents”
shows that even the events that we call accidents are socially
constructed as such. While accidents seem like random events
caused by chance, it’s often because our understanding of them is
socially organized so that they seem like random events caused
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On strain and innovation, see Merton, “Social Structure and
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Levin, “6 Ways Wells Fargo Made Its Employees’ Lives a Living
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Here, 'm borrowing Alberto Mora’s use of the phrase “wink and
anod” Mora, a former Navy lawyer, described a note that former
secretary of defense Donald Rumsfeld made on a memorandum
authorizing abusive interrogation practices at Guantdnamo as
offering a “wink and a nod” to go beyond the memo. The note
asked why detainees were limited to two to four hours of contin-
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uous force-standing when Rumsfeld (working at a standing desk)
stood six to eight hours a day. Mora suggested that military inter-
rogators would likely interpret that note as “a winkand anod . . .
to the interrogator that, never mind what might be the words

of limitation or the constraints of this memorandum. What you
were truly signaling to the interrogators was, ‘Do what it takes to
get the information, we don’t care how.” Task Force on Detainee
Treatment, “Transcript of Interview with Alberto Mora”
Hefternan, Willful Blindness; McGoey, “The Logic of Strategic
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I'm grateful to Jennifer J. Esala for bringing this overlooked
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tributors.”

Rabin.

Hilts, “Scientists Say Cigarette Company Suppressed Findings on
Nicotine”

Franta, “Shell and Exxon’s Secret 1980s Climate Change Warn-
ings”; Hiltzik, “A New Study Shows How Exxon Mobil Down-
played Climate Change”; Schwartz, “New York Sues Exxon
Mobil”; Schwartz, “Exxon Misled the Public on Climate Change.”
Hilts, “Scientists Say Cigarette Company Suppressed Findings on
Nicotine”

Twohey et al., “Weinstein’s Complicity Machine.”

Prasad, “If Anyone Is Listening, #MeToo”; Steel, “Employers
Who Talk Up Gender Equity”; Rutenberg, “A Long-Delayed

printed on 2/14/2023 3:10 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco. conterns-of -use



EBSCChost -

74

75
76
77
78
79

80
81

NOTES | 239

Reckoning”; Dean, “Contracts of Silence”; Zerubavel, The El-
ephant in the Room, 42.
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J. Thompson, “Scandal and Social Theory”

J. Thompson, 57.

In fact, the photographer was likely Sabrina Harman, a guard at
Abu Ghraib. The detainee, Manadel al-Jamadi, was killed while
in CIA custody at Abu Ghraib. A CIA interrogator and Arabic-
speaking contractor hanged al-Jamadi by his wrists to a prison
window. This is an extremely painful and stressful form of tor-
ture, causing excruciating pain to the shoulders, back, and arm;
it also makes it difficult for the victim of torture to breathe. This
position, combined with earlier beatings and episodes of torture,
likely committed by Navy SEALs and another CIA interrogator,
contributed to al-Jamadi’s death. See Mayer, “A Deadly Interroga-
tion”; and Gourevitch and Morris, The Ballad of Abu Ghraib.
Rumsfeld, “Allegations of Mistreatment of Iraqi Prisoners,” 5.
Sontag, “Regarding the Torture of Others”
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Markovitz and Silverstein, “Introduction,” 6; Alexander and
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Clinton, “Transcript”; Stewart, “Consider the Sources”

New York Times, “Brett Kavanaugh’s Opening Statement”; Stol-
berg and Fandos, “Brett Kavanaugh and Christine Blasey Ford
Duel with Tears and Fury”

Kavanaugh also benefited from the privilege of white masculin-
ity, which authorizes white men’s displays of anger, even violence,
while denying white women and people of color the same right.
See Solnit, Whose Story Is This?

J. B. Thompson, Political Scandal, 67-71; Del Rosso, “Textuality
and the Social Organization of Denial”; Del Rosso, “The Tex-
tual Mediation of Denial”; Del Rosso, “From Claims to Chains”;
D. Smith, Texts, Facts and Femininity; D. Smith, “Texts and
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As quoted in Del Rosso, “The Textual Mediation of Denial,” 174.
Rove denies that he ever invoked the “reality-based community”;
the anonymous quote, however, remains a peculiar cultural arti-
fact of the George W. Bush administration. See Schonfeld, “The
Curious Case”
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More recently, Trump used an especially callous variant of the
discourse of “care” to justify his withdrawal of US support of
Kurdish fighters in northern Syria. Following the withdrawal, the
Turkish military attacked Kurdish forces in Syria. In response,
Trump took credit, likening the withdrawal to “tough love™: “Like
two kids in a lot, you've got to let them fight and then you pull
them apart” See Rucker and Johnson, “Trump on Turks and
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Cohen, States of Denial, 111.

The 2004 statement contrasts sharply with Bush’s 2003 state-
ment. The 2004 statement is restrained; it also invokes the threat
of terror in its conclusion and the need to “question terrorists.”
The 2003 statement, meanwhile, is clear-throated and evocative.
It conjures the terror of torture: “No people, no matter where
they reside, should have to live in fear of their own government.
Nowhere should the midnight knock foreshadow a nightmare of
state-commissioned crime.” See Bush, “President’s Statement on
the U.N. International Day” (2003).
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