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Motivation
Essentialism–the belief that members of a
group are fundamentally alike–are key to how
prejudice and stereotypes are learned and
communicated. Can we use NLP strategies
to counter essentialist beliefs?

Contributions
• Psychologically and linguistically in-

formed counterstatements (5 types)
– Use NLP framework for generics and

their exceptions
– Reason directly about targeted group

• Exploratory study on which strategies hu-
mans prefer
– Broadening statements generally most

preferred
– Highlight task complexity: e.g., factual-

ity, annotator demographics and beliefs

Online Study and Empirical Results

Annotation Task
• Data: Social Bias Inference Corpus (SBIC)

– Short texts & human written implications
– 227 statements across 25 unique groups

• Annotator plays role of content-moderator
– Content has 3 settings: post only, stereo-

type only, or both
– Moderate by selecting 1st and 2nd choice

from 5 statements

Observations
• Broadening most preferred (ALT, LOTS)
• TOL popular even though bland
• DIR exceptions rarely selected

– High proportion incorrect
(∼20% for DIR vs. ∼7% for broadening)

– Counterexamples hard for subjective
qualities, e.g., “vain”

• Stereotype endorsement (11% of annotators):
increases LOTS, decreases TOL & DIR
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Annotator Second Choice
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Stereotype Endorsement vs. First Choice
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Method: Countering Essentialism with NLP

I speak English, I 
don’t speak libt*rd

(LOTS) Lots of 
people can be 
stupid.

(ALT) Conservatives 
can also be stupid.

(DIR-IND) The following liberals are not stupid: liberal 
progressives, liberal artists, and feminist females.

(DIR-GRP) The following liberals are not stupid: 
usain bolt, sherlock holmes, and feminists.

(TOL) All groups of 
people deserve 
tolerance.

Actually, this is a generalization about liberals.

In Scotland, a 7-course meal is a 
bottle of whisky and a 6-pack of beer.liberals are stupid Scots are drunkards

ESSENTIALIST BELIEFS

SYSTEM-GENERATED COUNTERSTATEMENTS

Input: a stereotype (generic) about GROUP
Output: 5 types of counterstatements, each starting with “Actually this is a generalization about GROUP” and then:

Direct Exceptions (DIR) Broadening Exceptions (ALT) Broadening Universals (LOTS)
• Individuals (IND) or subgroups (GRP) without the quality.
• Counter extrapolating implications.
• Use GPT-3 to obtain individuals and subgroups.

• Alternative group with the quality.
• i.e., perceived oppressing group.

• Counter implications that the quality
is quasi-unique to the group.

• Broaden scope to people in general

Tolerance (TOL)
• Denouncing, common for

countering hate-speech.

Analysis & Discussion
Stereotypes & Psychology

• Generic language transmits essentialist be-
liefs, even to children

• Broadening statement popularity corrobo-
rates recent work from psychology

– Value of challenging the distinctiveness
of the quality

– Challenge the value of the stereotype as a
cognitive shortcut

• Direct counterexamples not effective for
challenging stereotypes

Counterspeech & Content Moderation
• Common strategies aren’t applicable

to countering essentialism; e.g., discur-
sive/rhetorical strategies will not necessarily
address essentialist implications

Challenges & Future Work
• Homogenous annotators’ demographics

– Racial (avg): 86% White, 10% Black,
3% Asian, < 1% Hispanic

– Gender (avg): 66% Male, 34% Fe-
male, 0% Nonbinary

– Stereotype endorsement
• Factuality & subjectivity of exceptions
• Avoid producing new harmful generaliza-

tions in counterstatements
• Automatically generate implications and

expressed stereotypes in a text
• Investigate the role of counterstatements

in belief changes vs. content moderation
(e.g., fact-checking, Birdwatch)
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