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Content warning: this work contains examples and 
descriptions of data and analyses that may be 
offensive and/or upsetting to some readers



The cosmopolitan elite look down on the common 
affections that once bound this nation together: things 
like place and national feeling and religious faith…The 
cosmopolitan agenda has driven both Left and 
Right…It’s time we ended the cosmopolitan experiment 
and recovered the promise of the republic. ~Josh 
Hawley (R-MO), 2019
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The Jews look down on the common affections that 
once bound this nation together: things like place and 
national feeling and religious faith…The Jewish agenda 
has driven both Left and Right…It’s time we ended the 
Jewish experiment and recovered the promise of the 
republic. ~Josh Hawley (R-MO), 2019
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  Cosmopolitan is a dogwhistle

Dogwhistles send one message to an outgroup and a 
second (often taboo, controversial, or inflammatory) 
message to an in-group (Henderson & McCready, 2018)

● In-group knows cosmopolitan → Jewish

● But Hawley has plausible deniability. He never says Jewish!
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  Understanding dogwhistles is important
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Meaning depends on 
speaker identity, 

context, and multiple 
audiences

Enables hateful and 
abusive rhetoric 

while evading 
content moderation 

Mechanism of 
political influence 

and persuasion 



  Understanding dogwhistles is important
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But studying them is hard.

A fundamental problem of dogwhistles
They are most successful when the outgroup is 

unaware. And we’re usually in the outgroup. 
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  Searching for dogwhistles

● Sources: academic, media, wikis
● 336 terms and symbols (incl. emojis) 

○ Over 70 each for racist, transphobic, antisemitic
○ Other personae incl. Islamophobic, religious, anti-vax 
○ English, US-centric

● Limitation: we cannot ensure that our search 
is complete or figure out what’s missing. 
○ Large language models trained on large swaths of the internet may be 

able to surface a more complete and diverse set of dogwhistles.  
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  Dogwhistles in Republican Southern Strategy

● Proportion of speeches 
containing racial dogwhistles in 
U.S. Congressional Record 

● Usage of dogwhistle terms 
increased since Civil Rights Era
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Higher association with conservatism over time

● Racial dogwhistles used by increasingly conservative speakers
● Speaker ideology estimated with DW-NOMINATE (dim 1)

   welfare reform               thug      Willie Horton
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  Surfacing dogwhistles with language models
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● GPT-3 surfaces 45% of dogwhistles in our glossary, and 

69% of dogwhistles that belong to a “formal” register.

● It also identifies potential dogwhistles that are not covered 

by the glossary (e.g. tax relief, patriotism)



  But performance varies a lot
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What about 
catwhistles??



  Defining dogwhistles with GPT-3
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Definitions and secret cues improve 
GPT-3’s ability to identify covert 
meanings (10%→58%)
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  Toxicity detection with dogwhistles 
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Harmful stereotypical sentences are rated to be less toxic when 
slurs and “neutral” group labels are swapped with dogwhistles. 
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Thank you!

This is a work in progress with 
many possible directions and I’d 

love any feedback or suggestions.

Contact: juliame@umich.edu
Twitter: @jmendelsohn2

mailto:juliame@umich.edu

