
I am Sexist, Ageist, Lookist—and So are You 
“…CET has a great deal to say about the biasing influence of the 

experiential system on people’s logical reasoning, which is regarded in CET 
as a major source of human irrationality…”  Seymour Epstein  1

As with racism, so with other bigotries.  Prejudice, though pernicious, is 
absolutely normal and natural—it’s a mental shortcut for deciding how to treat people.  
Prejudice is “fast thinking” at its worst, and must be corrected by “slow thinking,” to use 
(or misuse) Daniel Kahneman’s invaluable model.   I find this model very similar, at least 2

superficially, to Seymour Epstein’s cognitive-experiential model, often referenced here. 
Any person who is not WASP (white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant ) and a male adult 3

of a certain age range is likely to be treated by some of these individuals as though 
carrying a stigma: 

“…in an important sense there is only one complete unblushing male in America:  a 
young, married, white, urban, northern, heterosexual Protestant father of college 
education, fully employed, of good complexion, weight and height, and a recent record in 
sports.”  Erving Goffman.  4

I think that the reality extends even further than Goffman’s useful analysis; in 
other words, in addition to the “blush-causing” stigmas he mentions, women will be 
“understood” to be subject to periods of irrationality due to PMS, old people will be 
“understood” to possess mental and physical feebleness, children will be “understood” to 
be subject to irrational terrors, and so on, “understandings” which are wrong, nonsensical, 
or unfair; ugly stereotype after ugly stereotype.  The WASP male adult is tacitly, 
unconsciously accepted as “normal” or even “ideal,” and everyone else is “defective.”  
Everyone’s “fast thinking” is contaminated from childhood, to a degree, by this 
background of normalcy and stigma.  Most of these “understandings” are shameful and 
destructive, and individuals vary greatly in the extent to which they either embrace or 
contest these assumptions by “slow thinking.”  It may be that, by including unconscious 
tendencies, I am making hash of Goffman’s thesis, but I sense something useful in my 
extensions. 

 Seymour Epstein, Cognitive Experiential Theory, Oxford University Press, New York, 2014, p. 10; “CET” is cognitive-1

experiential theory.

 Daniel Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow, Farrar, Straus and Giroux, New York, 2011.  A very important and useful book, 2

covering similar ground as Seymour Epstein’s Cognitive-Evidential Theory; less theoretically detailed, but also less technical.

 The acronym has been broadened in definition, in North American usage:  “Wasp: an upper- or middle-class American white 3

Protestant, considered to be a member of the most powerful group in society.”  Apple dictionary

 Erving Goffman, Stigma:  Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity, Simon & Schuster, New York, 1963-1986, p. 128.  The 4

quote omits most of the stigmas considered at length in Goffman’s book:  physical handicaps, criminality, and so on. 
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In addition, it looks like being an introvert also carries this same cultural mini-
stigma, which is my take on Susan Cain’s theory in her book, Quiet.   In America, this 5

idiocy extends as well to those who are not American citizens.  Or so my theorizing leads 
me to conclude.  We all start as bigots, and some of us learn to slow-think better. 

I can’t prove these claims; I urge skeptical readers to seek out the books from 
which I’m drawing (and extending) these thoughts and judge for themselves. 

I was implicitly raised as a WASP and have those tendencies and attitudes of 
which, as with racism, I attempt to rid myself.  Since I cannot claim to have succeeded 
completely (my “fast thinking” remains and will remain somewhat prejudiced), I chose 
the title of this chapter.  I still assume, reflexively, that “doctor” is a male, although “my 
doctor” is female; I still am angered to see that a black person, but not a white person, is a 
Republican; I am more likely to trust or like someone who is well dressed (but not too 
well dressed), or is of my generation, or is not obese, and so on, ad nauseam.  If the 
reader has rid herself of these reflexes, to her I apologize for my mistake.

  Susan Cain:  Quiet:  The Power of Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking, Broadway Books, New York, 2012-20135
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