
The words “I’m sorry” 
deserve an apology. 

A phrase that 
should be a meaningful 
request for forgiveness is 
often used as a bargaining 
chip to gain back public 
acceptance or force 
someone else to admit guilt, 
whether they believe it or 
not.

The biggest mea 
culpa culprit is the public 
apology. Asking forgiveness 
directly and privately from a 
wronged party, even if insincere, at 
least shows some humility. Asking 
a blanket apology to “anyone I may 
have offended” is a cheap and easy 
way to call a take-back on a gaffe.

It’s a slick PR game, and it’s 
nothing new. Go back to the reign 
of Roman Emperor Henry IV, who 
hiked across the Alps in 1077 to 
ask forgiveness and a reversal of 
his excommunication from his 
religious nemesis Pope Gregory 
VII. Henry had been appointing 
his own bishops, a no-no in the age 

when church and state were 
tightly woven.

Henry knelt in the snow 
for three days before the 
pope relented and offered 
both re-entry to the church 
and forgiveness. But three 
years later Henry used his 
power, in part because of 
his renewed position in the 
church, and booted Pope 
Gregory from his position.

A for show, F for 
sincerity.

In more modern examples, 
Bill Clinton, Tiger Woods, Mark 
Sanford and a whole host of others 
have made apologies for sexual 
indiscretion from the podium 
to an audience of cameras and 
microphones, asking forgiveness 
from their wives, families and 
loved ones. Why do we all need to 
hear that too?

To be fair, in the political arena 
it would be stupid not to broadcast 
your apology as widely as possible. 
It plays well. Sanford, a governor 
of South Carolina who spent a 

solid month apologizing for an 
affair which took him to Argentina 
on the taxpayer’s dime, was 
censured but later elected to the 
House of Representatives.

Not every apology to a wide 
audience is bad. When someone 
realizes they’ve made a blunder 
that hurt people they don’t know, 
it’s appropriate to admit the 
mistake and make amends. But 
watch out for those aggrieved 
parties who use the victim tag to 
demand a public apology.

As everyone in a relationship 
knows, you don’t feel better 
when you get an apology you’ve 
demanded from your partner. 
While it may be a sign you’ve won 
an argument, it’s not a true gesture 
of contrition. It’s more like forcing  
a tap out once you’ve pinned your 
opponent.

So what should a real apology 
look like?

This is coming straight from 
recent lessons with my three-
year-old daughter, but an apology 
should include the offense. “I’m 

sorry for ...” It’s not a password 
to make someone else like you 
again, it’s a recognition of a 

if you can’t come to a place where 
you truly believe you were in the 
wrong, the apology is a lie. Go 
back to your room and think about 
it a little bit longer.

Also, seek forgiveness from 
those you have hurt or offended, 
not a pardon from those who aren’t 
involved. If you come to a place 
where you realize you have erred, 
make it right with the right people. 
And sometimes that’s more than 
words. Same goes when your 
trespass extends to people you 
don’t know.

Part of growing as a person 
is realizing you aren’t infallible 
and learning to reconcile your 
differences with others. Humility 
is a virtue, and should be part of 
every apology.

While the PR machine for D.C. 
and Hollywood shows no sign 
of slowing down, we can at least 
refuse to follow its lessons on 
contrition.

Daniel Wattenburger is the 
managing editor of the East 
Oregonian. Contact him at 
dwattenburger@eastoregonian.
com, 541-278-2673 or @
DWattenburger.
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If you are the prototypical Eastern 
Oregonian, you’re plenty busy. You 
may have missed the May voting 
ballot delivered to your door, or just 
plum forgot about it in a jumble of 
paperwork on a desk.

And while there is still time to 
return it, we recommend you dig 
through that stack of “important 
things,” grab a pen and pull that 
ballot out right now.

It’s a pretty light slate, and 
depending on where you live you 
might have just a few races to 
weigh in on. But in these off-cycle 
elections, your voice carries even 
more weight that usual.

The issue that has gotten the most 
ink this voting cycle is a BMCC 
bond, which voters clear across 
Umatilla and Morrow counties will 
decide the fate of.

 Our editorial board came out in 
support of the bond earlier this year, 

but the ballot is your chance to make 
up your own mind.

There are plenty of other things 
to consider from city issues in 
Hermiston to a schools levy in 
Pendleton.

Eight local cemetery districts 

job many candidates are dying to 
win. (Ba-dum-pah!) Six local water 
control districts have seats they are 

12 school districts.

or challenged positions, but many do 
not. Write-in candidates are the norm 
in smaller, less-controversial posts, 
so talk to your neighbors.  

Ballots are due by May 19, 
but why procrastinate? Take this 
weekend to do your civic duty and 
help make good decisions for our 
region.

Ballots are out, 
soon due back

To better understand the roots of 
racial division in America, think 
about this:

The human brain seems to be wired 
so that it categorizes people by race 

seeing a face. Brain scans show that 
even when people are told to sort 
people by gender, the brain still groups 
people by race.

Racial bias also begins 
astonishingly early: Even infants often 
show a preference for their own racial 
group. In one study, 3-month-old white infants 
were shown photos of faces of white adults 
and black adults; they preferred the faces of 
whites. For 3-month-old black infants living in 
Africa, it was the reverse.

what the child was accustomed 
to. Black infants living 
in overwhelmingly white 
Israel didn’t show a strong 
preference one way or the 
other, according to the study, 
published in Psychological 
Science.

Where does this ingrained 
propensity to racial bias come 
from?

Scholars suggest that 
in evolutionary times we 
became hard-wired to make 
instantaneous judgments about 
whether someone is in our “in 
group” or not — because that 
could be lifesaving. A child 
who didn’t prefer his or her 
own group might have been at 
risk of being clubbed to death.

“It’s a feature of evolution,” 
says Mahzarin Banaji, a 
Harvard psychology professor 
who co-developed tests of 
unconscious biases. These 
suggest that people turn out 
to have subterranean racial and gender biases 
that they are unaware of and even disapprove 
of.

I’ve written about unconscious bias 
before, and I encourage you to test yourself at 
implicit.harvard.edu. It’s sobering to discover 
that whatever you believe intellectually, you’re 
biased about race, gender, age or disability.

What’s particularly dispiriting is that this 
unconscious bias among whites toward blacks 
seems just as great among preschoolers as 
among senior citizens.

Banaji’s research projects show that 
unconscious racial bias turns up in children 
as soon as they have the verbal skills to be 
tested for it, at about age 4. The degree of 
unconscious bias then seems pretty constant: 
In tests, this unconscious bias turns out to be 
roughly the same for a 4- or 6-year-old as for 
a senior citizen who grew up in more racially 
oppressive times.

In one set of experiments, children as 
young as about 4 were shown ambiguous 
photos of people who could be white or 
Asian. In some, the people in the photos were 
smiling; in others, they were frowning.

White American children 

disproportionately judged that the 
people who were smiling were white 
and that those who were frowning 
were Asian. When the experiment 
was conducted in Taiwan with exactly 
the same photos, Taiwanese children 
thought that the faces when smiling 
were Asian, when frowning were 
white.

The American children were also 
shown faces that were ambiguous as 
to whether the person was white or 
black. In those cases, white children 

disproportionately thought that the smiling 
people were white and the frowning ones were 
black.

Many of these experiments on in-group 
bias have been conducted around the world, 

and almost every ethnic group 
shows a bias favoring its 
own. One exception: African-
Americans.

contrast to other groups, 
African-Americans do not 
have an unconscious bias 
toward their own. From young 
children to adults, they are 
essentially neutral and favor 
neither whites nor blacks.

Banaji and other scholars 
suggest that this is because 
even young African-American 
children somehow absorb the 
social construct that white skin 
is prestigious and that black 
skin isn’t. In one respect, that 
is unspeakably sad; in another, 
it’s a model of unconscious 
race neutrality. Yet even if we 
humans have evolved to have a 
penchant for racial preferences 
from a very young age, this 
is not destiny. We can resist 
the legacy that evolution has 
bequeathed us.

“We wouldn’t have survived if our 
ancestors hadn’t developed bodies that store 
sugar and fat,” Banaji says. “What made them 

battle of the bulge and sometimes win - and, 
likewise, we can resist a predisposition for 
bias against other groups.

One strategy that works is seeing images of 
heroic African-Americans; afterward, whites 
and Asians show less bias, a study found. 
Likewise, hearing a story in which a black 
person rescues someone from a white assailant 
reduces anti-black bias in subsequent testing. 
It’s not clear how long this effect lasts.

Deep friendships, especially romantic 
relationships with someone of another race, 
also seem to mute bias — and that, too, 
has implications for bringing young people 
together to forge powerful friendships.

“If you actually have friendships across 
race lines, you probably have fewer biases,” 
Banaji says. “These are learned, so they can be
unlearned.”

Nicholas Kristof grew up on a sheep and 
cherry farm in Yamhill. He won the Pulitzer 
Prize two times, in 1990 and 2006.

Our biased brains
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Idaho the Silicon Valley of 
agricultural technology, a place 
where cutting edge ideas lead to 
good-paying off-farm jobs for the 
state’s young people.

It’s a good idea.
Idaho Department of Commerce 

Director Jeff Sayer says investment 
in agricultural technology has 
skyrocketed in recent years — $150 
million in 2012, $1.8 billion in 2014.

He makes his case by noting 
there’s already a lot going on in 
Idaho, both in the public and private 
sectors.

• The Idaho National Laboratory 
is studying ways to help the dairy 
industry utilize animal waste.

• Idaho’s state universities and 
research stations are conducting 
research on host topics, including 
unmanned aerial vehicles, “big data” 
and sensor technology.

• National dairy companies are 
moving global research centers to 
Idaho.

“We’ve got to somehow bring all 
of this (expertise) together under a 
coalesced ag tech umbrella ... so that 
we can put it on display for the rest 
of the world and be part of this wave 
that’s sweeping the nation,” Sayer 

said.
Agriculture is big business in 

Idaho. The state’s farmers produce 
the second-highest net farm income 
in the West.

The state also has a robust 
processing industry. So it makes 
sense to build on that by developing 
a supportive high tech industry that 
can employ engineers, researchers 
and skilled manufacturing workers.

And not just in Idaho.
Big things are happening 

throughout the Northwest, and 
opportunities abound.

A tightening labor market 
increases the need for viable 
mechanized pickers for the fruit 
industry. Ongoing water shortages 
will be addressed by more 
sophisticated irrigation techniques 
and equipment. 

Agriculture faces a number of 
challenges, and more advanced 
technology is the answer. At the 
same time, the region has seen 
traditional natural resource jobs 
wane.

There are rewarding careers 
awaiting the young people of the 
Northwest if the public and private 
sectors can help facilitate a focused 
effort to develop this new industry.

Agriculture, technology offer 
huge economic potential


