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Context

● “Fake news” 
● Politicized news 
● Political gaslighting



New Yorker, 2019

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2019/03/11/the-making-of-the-fox-news-white-house

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2019/03/11/the-making-of-the-fox-news-white-house


Context

● “Fake news” 
● Politicized news 
● Political gaslighting 

● Bias in traditional media 
● Failure to see Trump win 
● Mueller report?



Context

● Need for—sober discourse, social science 

● Not just findings—habit of thought and reasoning 

● Something needed



Context

Qualitative literacy 
The ability to understand, handle, and properly 

interpret qualitative evidence—specifically, 
ethnographic and interview evidence or data



Context

● Last two decades



Context

● Remarkable rise in quantitative literacy



https://www.nytimes.com/section/upshot



https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/12/05/upshot/a-better-way-to-compare-public-schools.html





Context

● Remarkable rise in quantitative literacy 

● No parallel rise in qualitative literacy



Argument

Our political discourse has often shown lack of 
qualitative literacy 

To the detriment of our discourse 

Our job as social scientists  
to clarify, cultivate, and teach it



Qualitative literacy



Qualitative literacy

Thought experiment



Qualitative literacy

Difference between  
an empirically convincing ethnography and  

an ethnography that is empirically weak  
but well-written?



Qualitative literacy

● One—many answers 

● Two—some resort to quantitative indicators (e.g., 
number of interviews) 

● Three—some, “I don’t know”



Qualitative literacy

● Basic competence—social scientists and 
journalists 
○ E.g., what is a regression, correlation ~= causation, etc. 
○ Parallel?



Qualitative literacy

Rest of the talk 
How I answer--- 

just 3 (of many) indicators



First indicator

Evidence of cognitive 
empathy: ability to 
understand another 
person’s predicament as 
they understand it



First indicator

A good qual study: 
reader understands 
studied as they see 
themselves---not as 
author saw them ahead 
of time, not as author 
wished they were



First indicator

Cognitive empathy is not 
sympathy 

Cognitive empathy is not 
emotional empathy (Paul 
Bloom)



https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/25/us/ohio-hovater-white-nationalist.html

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/25/us/ohio-hovater-white-nationalist.html


First indicator

● “Why did this man—intelligent, socially adroit 
and raised middle class amid the relatively well-
integrated environments of United States military 
bases—gravitate toward the furthest extremes of 
American political discourse?”

https://nyti.ms/2i621hr



First indicator

● Skilled journalist 

● Eschewed easy explanations 
○ Bad childhood experience (pop psychology) 
○ Poverty background (pop sociology) 

● Lots of time with the interviewee



First indicator

● “Tony and Maria Hovater were married this fall.  
They registered at Target. On their list was a 
muffin pan, a four-drawer dresser and a 
pineapple slicer….  [H]is tattoos are innocuous 
pop-culture references: a slice of cherry pie 
adorns one arm, a homage to the TV show ‘Twin 
Peaks’. …He is a big ‘Seinfeld’ fan.” (Fausset 
2017) 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/25/us/ohio-hovater-white-nationalist.html

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/25/us/ohio-hovater-white-nationalist.html


First indicator

● “The pasta was ready. Ms. Hovater talked about 
how frightening it was this summer to watch from 
home as the Charlottesville rally spun out of 
control. Mr. Hovater said he was glad the 
movement had grown.  They spoke about their 
future—about moving to a bigger place, about 
their honeymoon, about having kids.” (Fausset 
2017)

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/25/us/ohio-hovater-white-nationalist.html

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/25/us/ohio-hovater-white-nationalist.html


First indicator

● Outrage 
○ “‘How to normalize Nazis 101!’ one reader wrote on 

Twitter. ‘I’m both shocked and disgusted by this article’.” 

○ “‘You know who had nice manners?’ Bess Kalb… said on 
Twitter. ‘The Nazi who shaved my uncle Willie’s head 
before escorting him into a cement chamber…’.” 

○ Et cetera  

https://nyti.ms/2i8II79 



First indicator

● “He mentioned books by Charles Murray and Pat 
Buchanan. He talked about his presence on 
4chan, the online message board and altright 
breeding ground (‘That’s where the scary 
memes come from,’ he deadpanned). He spoke 
dispassionately about the injustice of affirmative 
action, about the ‘malice directed toward white 
people’ in popular media, about how the 
cartoon comedy ‘King of the Hill’ was the last TV 
show to portray ‘a straight white male patriarch’ 
in a positive light.” (Fausset 2017)

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/25/us/ohio-hovater-white-nationalist.html

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/25/us/ohio-hovater-white-nationalist.html


Second indicator

Attentiveness to outgroup 
homogeneity bias:  

the tendency to think of 
one’s own group as 

diverse and other groups 
as homogeneous



Second indicator

Other individuals as 
homogeneous; other 

neighborhoods as 
homogeneous



Second indicator

Other individuals as 
homogeneous; other 

neighborhoods as 
homogeneous



Baltimore, MD  tft.ucla.edu/mediascape/Winter2012_TheWire.html



https://psarips.com/tv-show/the-wire-r/



Baltimore, MD https://the-city-space.com/2013/12/17/baltimore-beyond-the-wire/



East St. Louis, IL http://photos1.blogger.com/blogger/6282/2506/1600/esl28.jpg



Achicagosojourn.blogspot.com 



Background

graffitiwritten.blogspot.com



Small, Manduca, and Johnston 2018



Small, Manduca, and Johnston 2018



Second indicator

● The “Trump voter”



Second indicator

● The “Trump voter” 
○ White  
○ Racist 
○ Poor or working class 
○ Voting against own interest 
○ Voting reaction against black president 
○ Voting against immigrants 

● Becomes filter through which evidence read



https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/11/us/politics/the-women-who-helped-donald-trump-to-victory.html



Second indicator

● “Daphne Goggins, 53, an African-American 
community activist and ardent Republican… 
said she believed decades of Democratic efforts 
had done little for black people. When Mr. Trump 
invited her to a minority outreach meeting, she 
told him tearfully that ‘for the first time in my life, I 
feel like my vote is going to count.’”

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/11/us/politics/the-women-who-helped-donald-trump-to-victory.html



https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/11/us/politics/the-women-who-helped-donald-trump-to-victory.html



Second indicator

● “‘I’ve seen America fall down,’ [Ostendorf] said, 
‘and a big part of Trump that appealed to me 
was his business plan’.” 

● “‘I think that women see the big picture — 
women are smart,’ Mrs. Gauta said. ‘The fact 
that he said something crude,’ she said ‘is not 
going to change my mind about the good he 
can do for our country.  Did I like that, no,’ she 
went on. ‘But do I think he can do a better job 
than Hillary? Absolutely’.” 

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/11/us/politics/the-women-who-helped-donald-trump-to-victory.html



Second indicator

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/11/us/politics/the-women-who-helped-donald-trump-to-victory.html

● In 2016 paucity 

● Scholars, pundits caught unaware 

● Where does bias play a role now?



Third indicator

Acute sensitivity to which kinds of argument 
require qualitative data—and what precise types 

of qualitative data



Third indicator

● Context 

● Economists, demographers, psychologists  
 Vs 
● Qualitative researchers (in education, inequality, 

poverty, immigration, organizational analysis)



https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2017/12/31/trump-white-working-class-history-216200

https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2017/12/31/trump-white-working-class-history-216200


First indicator

● Thoughtful researcher 

● Properly traced idea to W.E.B. DuBois (plantation 
owners, wages low) 

● Traces history of idea



Third indicator

● “[W]orking-class whites historically derived both 
psychological and citizenship wages by 
privileging race over class.” (Zeitz 2017)

https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2017/12/31/trump-white-working-class-history-216200

https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2017/12/31/trump-white-working-class-history-216200


Third indicator

● Author thesis: They vote against their interests 
(e.g, for Trump) because they get psychological 
benefits from doing so



Third indicator

● Author thesis: They vote against their interests 
(e.g, for Trump) because they get psychological 
benefits from doing so 

● In 4,000 word piece, not a single interview with a 
white working class person about what 
motivated their voting



Third indicator

● “Does the White Working Class Really Vote 
against Its Own Interests?”  

    
● “What Theorists Have Proposed about How the 

Working Class Votes” 



In sum

@MarioLuisSmall



In sum

@MarioLuisSmall

For qualitative literacy 
Clarify, cultivate, teach 

Fundamental to evidence-based reasoning 

Critical for democratic discourse


