Racism and “China Virus”
Sophie Sheng

In a news conference taken place on March 18, 2020, a reporter questioned President Trump on his use of the term “Chinese Virus”, drawing attention to bias incidents against Asians that had taken place, despite that the US Office of Health and Human Services (HHS) and Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) both emphasize that “ethnicity does not cause the virus”. 

How does a pandemic trigger racial animus? What is the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on racial attitudes toward the Asian community in the United states? How do associations between diseases and races play a role? These questions are hard to answer in a causal fashion outside of the lab. 

New data suggest that racial animus against Asians grew in response to COVID-19 in the US. This increase could indicate serious consequences, such as more hate crime, and more discrimination against Asian small business. 
How should racial animus be measured in real-time? 
In a recently completed paper, Lu and Sheng (2020) focuses on the use of the c-word (“chink” or “chinks”) in Google searches and Tweets, encompassing both hidden and public animus. C-word is the most salient and unambiguously pejorative racial slur against Asians. Google searches and tweets that include the epithet are mostly negative. For instance, “chinked eye” and “chink virus” are common terms in such Google queries and Twitter posts. Furthermore, an area’s monthly Google searches for the epithet is positively correlated with monthly anti-Asian hate crimes between 2014 and 2018 and is negatively correlated with monthly visits to Chinese restaurants between 2018 and 2019. 
In order to estimate the causal effect of COVID-19 on racial attitudes, our study leverages different timing of first COVID-19 diagnosis in each local area to design a quasi-random experiment. 

First Local COVID-19 Diagnosis Leads to a Surge in Racial Animus Against the Asians   	Comment by Lei Guang: Add subtitles to break up the blog
Our results show that the pandemic has led to a surge in racial animus against Asians. In the week after the first local COVID-19 diagnosis, an area’s racially charged Google search rate increases by 22.6 percent over the area’s maximum search rate during the sample period, and an area’s racially charged Twitter post rate increases by 130 percent over the average post rate across all areas during the sample period. These increases decline only slightly over the following weeks. Given the correlation based on historical data, the increase in racially charged Google search rates may imply an 8.5 percent increase in anti-Asian hate crimes in the absence of stay-at-home orders in the first month after the first local diagnosis. 
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(Embed first figure here, “The Effect of the First Local COVID-19 Diagnosis on Local Racial Animus Rescaled Google Search Index”; Left: Google, Right: Twitter)
A Sharp Increase in First-time Racial Epithet Users Indicates a Real Attitudinal Change Toward Asians 
Evidence also finds that the observed effect is representative of a real change in attitude towards Asians. The increase in racially charged tweets mainly comes from existing Twitter users who post the racial epithet for the first time rather than users who have previously used the term. Evidence also suggests that the proportion of c-word tweets tagged with anger and disgust increases from 23.3 to 40.8 percent after the first local diagnosis and that offline hate incidents spiked in March. 
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(Embed Figure 2, “The Effect of the First Local COVID-19 Diagnosis on Racially Charged Tweets by First-time and Existing C-word Users”)
Words Matter More Than the Bad Economy, in Foreshadowing Hate Speech and Incidents Against the Asians  
What are some of the factors that may fuel racial animus? The study finds the salience of the connection between COVID-19 and the Asian population is key. Using President Trump’s simultaneous mentioning of COVID-19 and China as a proxy for salience, one additional China-and-COVID tweet of President Trump corresponds to 20 percent more racially charged tweets nationwide in the four hours afterwards. Notably, one additional such tweet also corresponds to eight percentage point increase in offline anti-Asian hate incidents nationwide on the same day. 
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(Embed Figure 3, “Hourly Relationship between Racial Animus and President Trump’s Tweets ”)
COVID-19 takes a toll not only on lives, but also on livelihoods. Can the increase in animus originate from the economic downturn, which triggers animus against ethnic outgroups? Our study finds little evidence that supports this hypothesis. Areas with a more severe economic damage from the pandemic do not exhibit a higher increase in racial animus than areas with a less severe impact. 
Taken together, the salience of the connection between the disease and the Asian population plays a larger role than the negative economic impact of the disease in motivating the initial racial animus during the current pandemic. 
The results suggest that educating the public about the dissemination of diseases while refuting any purported connection between the disease and a particular race can be effective in curbing racial animus. 
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