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In recent years, the inability of the federal government to respond to public policy crises

with a timely, commensurate solution has been a seemingly regular cause for alarm.

These inactions have not been due to constitutional restraints nor, should we take them

at their word, the desire of the citizenry, but have most often resulted – and in some

cases emanated – from the inability or unwillingness of elected officials to regularly en-

gage in compromise. Public opinion polls conducted during many of these crises have

routinely found a citizenry more than willing to endorse the principles of compromise,

but the officials that they have elected, and those that they continue to elect, appear in-

creasingly emboldened to engage in behaviors that hinder the reaching of a commend-

able solution. This discontinuity, between public expectations and the actions of many

prominent, elected officials, leaves one left to ponder if, in the current age, the repre-

sentational link between citizen and legislator is broken? I will argue that this link is,

in fact, not broken (at least on this particular point), and that anger at politicians and

the political system makes citizens, and especially the most politically engaged among

them, endorse behaviors by elected officials that hinder compromise without influenc-

ing citizens’ belief in the normative good of compromise itself.
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1. The Politics of Compromise

Introduction

In October 2013, for only the third time in U.S. history, the federal government closed

for business.1 During those 16 days the government was unable to perform roughly $2

billion worth of services, between $2 and $6 billion in real GDP during the fourth quar-

ter was lost as a result of the shutdown, roughly $4 billion in tax refunds were delayed,

roughly $140 million in small business loans went unprocessed, tourism spending was

reduced by $500 million due to closed parks and museums, and a delay in the Alaskan

Crab fishing season cost untold thousands.2

The intermingling of politics and time would do more to obfuscate the cause of the

shutdown than to elucidate it, but the nexus of the crisis centered on a disagreement

between the Republican and Democratic Parties over President Obama’s signature leg-

islative accomplishment: the Affordable Care Act (ACA). The GOP had fought aggres-

1The two other government shutdowns occurred in 1978, lasting 18 days, and in 1995-1996, lasting 21
days.

2According to the Office of Management and Budget.
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sively, but in the end unsuccessfully, against the law’s initial passage and had quickly

reset their sites on repeal. With the Federal Government fast approaching a political

flash point, needing money appropriated in order to continue operations, but also on

the cusp of ACA implementation, some in the GOP felt that it was good policy, politics,

or both, to exchange continued government operation for a repeal of the ACA.

The man who led the charge, and received much of the blame (or credit, depend-

ing on one’s political circles) was Texas’ junior Senator, Ted Cruz. Cruz had beat long

odds and a favored, sitting Lieutenant Governor to win the Texas Republican primary

(the only important contest in deep red Texas). He would credit his win to grass–roots

conservatives and Tea Party leaders (Batheja, 2012), quickly establishing himself as one

of the chamber’s most conservative members.3 After a number of other, lower-profile

skirmishes, Cruz established the hard line on government funding in light of the ACA’s

approaching implementation. He campaigned his colleagues vigorously during the Au-

gust recess to tie continued government operations to the defunding of “Obamacare.”

His tactics worked. Ultimately, he was able to either convince, or find, enough col-

leagues in the House of Representatives to hold the line, refusing to vote for any con-

tinuing resolution that contained funding for the ACA. With the government shutdown

all but assured, as if to punctuate his “victory,” Cruz engaged in a lengthy filibuster–like

speech (later derisively called a “fauxbuster”) to highlight his involvement.4

Cruz’s stand was clear, unequivocal, and uncompromising: he would not vote for a

3According to National Journal, Sen. Cruz had the 4th most conservative voting record in 2013
4It wasn’t technically a filibuster.
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continuing resolution that allocated any money to the implementation or operation of

the ACA – even if that resulted in a government shutdown. This hard–line position no

doubt rankled many of his Senate colleagues, given the chamber’s (increasingly historic)

culture of collegiality.

But Cruz’s attitude toward compromise should have been known well before this

public display. Merrill Matthews, a Dallas–based contributor to Forbes Magazine, de-

scribed Cruz’s election in 2012 with a pithily titled editorial: “Explaining Ted Cruz’s Texas

Victory: We Don’t Want No Stinkin’ Compromise” (Matthews, 2012). After, and even dur-

ing, the shutdown, when the tangible realities of lost or delayed paychecks and benefits

were put into stark contrast with the intangible nature of an ideological crusade, Cruz

would blame the White House and Senate Democrats for being unwilling to compro-

mise, forcing the government shutdown that he had orchestrated. Political expediency

required this, but long before the shutdown, Cruz had already made clear in a Fox News

interview on January 6, 2013, how he felt about compromise:

I think the fiscal cliff deal was a lousy one, but moving forward with the debt

ceiling and those who believe in limited spending and solving the debt...I don’t

think what Washington needs is more compromise, I think what Washington

needs is more common sense and more principle.

And when the government finally reopened with much of the blame laid on Cruz’s

party5, asked whether, if given the chance, he would shut the government down once

5An October 2013 Fox News Poll found that a plurality of Americans knew that the shutdown was about
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again to defund the ACA, he stated that he “would do anything,” including engaging in

another shutdown (Ashtari, 2013).

Cruz may seem like an anomaly, an island unto himself, but many Republicans had

praised his role in driving the debate leading up to the shutdown. Fellow Texas Repub-

lican John Culberson said, “I think Ted Cruz did a huge service to the nation and to the

cause of Republicanism.” Conservative firebrand and (albeit brief) 2012 presidential

candidate Michelle Bachman (R-Minn) felt that Cruz had “strengthened our hand. He’s

made the case that we need to act and act decisively, and so I think we have a lot to credit

him for” (Siddiqui, 2013). And in the end of course, enough Republican colleagues in the

House of Representatives cast a vote with full knowledge of the consequences and their

ramifications.

When the shutdown was finally ended with a continuing resolution (the ACA went

untouched), the cruel machinations of politics turned on Cruz, who found himself the

butt of many jokes and the target of much derision from those on the left – as well as

some on the right. Senate Majority leader Harry Reid said of Texas’ junior senator, “Sen.

Cruz is now joint speaker. He lectures the House on occasion, as he does people over

here” (Min Kim, 2013). One anonymous GOP Senator was reported as saying, “It was

very evident to everyone in the room that Cruz doesn’t have a strategy – he never had

a strategy, and could never answer a question about what the end–game was.” Further,

“It’s pretty evident it’s never been about a strategy – it’s been about him. That’s unfortu-

“fighting to get rid of Obamacare” (46%), and a combined 42% blamed either Ted Cruz and the Tea Party
or John Boehner and the Republican leadership compared with 9% who blamed Democratic leaders in
Congress and 24% who blamed President Obama.
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nate. I think he’s done our country a major disservice. I think he’s done Republicans a

major disservice” (Raju, 2013).

Whether or not Cruz had a grand strategy or final goal is a question we’ll return to

again, but according to Cruz, there was only one mistake in the affair:

I regret that Senate Republican leadership did not stand united with House

Republicans during the fight to defund Obamacare. That was a mistake, and

it did real damage to the Republican Party.6

As the story’s author noted, “It’s that sort of unbending stance that has left Cruz with

few allies in the Senate and a reputation as someone unwilling to cut deals or cede any

ground.”

While Cruz’s national approval ratings took a hit, his standing among Republicans

remained positive – 61% viewed him favorably before the shutdown, 60% viewed him

favorably after the shutdown (Swanson, 2013). Back in his home state of Texas, and

among those most important to his electoral fortunes, Cruz found himself as popular

as ever. According to University of Texas/Texas Tribune polling collected before and af-

ter the shutdown (in June and October 2013 respectively), Cruz’s image suffered some,

but mostly among Democrats and the state’s more moderate Republicans. Among self-

identified Tea Party Republicans, the same people he had credited with his primary vic-

tory, his net favorabilty rating increased by five points.

This personal outcome for Cruz is particularly unusual when looked at in the con-

6(Gillman, 2013)
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Figure 1.1: Ted Cruz Net Favorability Pre and Post Shutdown

Source: June
and October 2013 University of Texas/Texas Tribune Poll

text of other measures of public opinion taken at the time. Not surprisingly, copious

amounts of survey data were collected in the lead up to the shutdown, and most of

that polling showed a clear endorsement for compromise to avert the eventual out-

come. For example, an ABC News/Washington Post poll showed that only 10% of the

public believed that Barack Obama or the Republicans in Congress, respectively, had

done “too much” to compromise on a budget plan. Forty-nine percent felt that Barack

Obama had done too little, 64% felt that Republicans in Congress had done too little.

Pew informed respondents that the result of a failed budget agreement would be a shut-

down of the federal government, and then asked respondents how they felt their law-

makers should behave. Fifty-seven percent said that their lawmakers should be more

willing to compromise, even if that meant passing a budget that the respondent dis-
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agreed with. A CBS News Poll in October asked whether, in negotiating over the federal

budget, Barack Obama and Democrats in Congress or Republicans in Congress, respec-

tively, should “compromise some of their positions in order to come to an agreement,” or

“stick to their positions even if it means not coming to an agreement?” Seventy-six per-

cent said Obama and the Democrats should compromise, 78% said that Republicans

should compromise. Despite these varying question formats, similar results endorsing

compromise were found throughout the budget crisis.

Yet somehow Senator Cruz came out of the shutdown ahead, stronger with the elec-

torate most consequential to his primary victory (and likely any future primary victories)

than where he began. But this opinion–outcome dynamic is no outlier.

Long before October 2013, in December 2012, an ABC News/Washington Post Poll

asked respondents whether Barack Obama or the leadership of the Republican Party

had been too willing to compromise, not willing enough, or about right with respect to

the budget deficit. There was no ambiguity in the results, 57% said that Obama had not

been willing enough, while 76% felt that Republicans in Congress had not been will-

ing enough. A CBS News Poll in March, 2013 asked respondents whether, in the cur-

rent debate over spending cuts and tax increases, Republicans in Congress or Barack

Obama, respectively, should “compromise some of their positions in order to come to

an agreement, or stick to their positions even if it means not coming to an agreement?”

Seventy-eight percent said that Obama should compromise, 76% said that Republicans

in Congress should compromise. More broadly, a July 2013 McClatchy/Marist Poll found
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that 71% of respondents felt that it was more important for government officials to com-

promise to find solutions than to stand on principle. And more recently, a February

2014 CBS News/New York Times poll found that 85% of respondents thought it would

be better for the country if “the Democrats and Republicans compromise some of their

positions in order to get things done,” as opposed to only 12% who thought it would be

better if they “stick to their positions even if it means not getting as much done.”

While this data paints a picture of a public broadly desirous of compromise, it says

nothing about whether they will actually support candidates or elected officials who will

carry out these preferences. Illustrative of this difference, a March, 2014 Bloomberg Poll

asked:

Which of the following is a more attractive candidate for Congress to you?

A candidate who will remain true to their principles and will confront both

members of their own party as well as the opposing party, even if it means

fewer bills get passed, or a candidate who is committed to getting things done

even if it means working out a deal through legislative compromise.

On this question, 50% of respondents preferred the candidate who would compro-

mise to get things done, 43% chose a candidate who would remain true to principles.

Many of the candidates citizens select – or at least enough to be consequential – appear

to fit this uncompromising mold better than attitudes towards compromise writ large

would suggest. Though an imperfect measure, one can clearly see some possible ram-

ifications of this dynamic when looking at the number of laws enacted over the last 40
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Figure 1.2: Laws Enacted by Congress, 1973-2013

Source: govtrack.us, Bills by Final Status. Accessed December 29, 2014

years.

While the trend of decreasing legislative output is rather apparent, in many ways, this

simple illustration understates the case because of the covarying decline in the amount

of significant legislation, as opposed to the merely ceremonial (DeSilver, 2014).

Looking at this data in concert, one is left to wonder whether the representative link

in the American form of democracy is broken, or whether there is a way in which these

seemingly contrary data can be reconciled? How can the public both express a consis-

tent preference for compromise, and yet continue to accept a system of “governing by

crisis” brought on by politicians more than willing to eschew it? Whether the 2011 battle

over the nation’s debt ceiling (which ultimately led to a downgrading of the U.S.’s credit

rating), or the “fiscal cliff” of 2012, or the automatic budget cuts known as sequestration
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(created with the express purpose of being so unpalatable to both parties as to induce

compromise), an inability to solve major major problems with two–party involvement

seems to have become the normal order of business.

At the crux of these and other questions about the state of the American political

system, or an underlying proposition that has become so ingrained as to be implicitly

assumed, is the notion that we have lost our ability to find reasonable solutions to our

most pressing problems through the process of legislative compromise.

Democracy, as a loose set of principles manifested in many different instantiations of

government, does not require compromise to operate, only mass acquiescence to fairly

tabulated outcomes (among other features that make a country more or less demo-

cratic). But the United States’ manifestation of democracy, both institutionally in the

form of a bicameral legislature and a presidential veto, but also informally through agreed

upon rules like the filibuster, and organizational decisions like the committee structure,

in most cases makes compromise a necessary ingredient for the government to act. Save

major reforms that transform the U.S. system (and the constitution itself) into a parlia-

mentary style government, or a thorough defeat of one party without an accompanying

realignment, some degree of compromise between the two parties will always be re-

quired if the government is to operate efficiently and solve the nation’s most pressing

problems.

While the notion that elected officials, especially members of Congress, are single–

minded seekers of reelection (Mayhew, 1974) is not new, it is worth remembering that

10



members must be responsive to those responsible for the continuation of their political

careers. It is these people, I will argue, that are at the center of this conundrum. Partisans

of both sides appear to be endorsing compromise, but less – and especially less impor-

tant – legislation is making its way through the legislative process. How it is possible to

have an electorate that endorses compromise while failing to punish those who eschew

it in their place is the focus of this research. And in particular, how political anger helps

in explaining this contradiction.

Anger and American Politics

Given that the tea party movement was launched with a furious on–air out-

burst by CNBC’s Rick Santelli in February 2009, when he called for a “Chicago

Tea Party” to protest the White House mortgage bailout plan, it’s not surpris-

ing that this is the year of the “mad as hell” voter. What is surprising is that

this is also the year of voters wanting angry candidates – really angry candi-

dates.

–Sharon Begley, Newsweek

If recent history is any guide, the ubiquity with which political anger is offered as the

cause or consequence of major political events is without rival. Why did Republicans

prevail in 1994, because “they capitalized on an angry electorate, painting Clinton in

the worst possible light and Congress, controlled by Democrats, as the root of all evil”

(Wolf, 1994). Barack Obama’s 2008 victory could, apparently, be traced back eight years,
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when “after the 2000 Bush victory...grassroots progressives channeled their anger into a

revolutionary movement that...carried the day in 2008” (Harsanyi, 2008). Anger can be

diffuse and long–lasting:

in the early ’90s, that was when people were really angry. Then they were

angry about the economy and that anger lasted for years. They threw out the

Republican president...then they threw out the Democratic Congress...There

were angry voters everywhere then. Now there still are, but they’re angry

about lots of things. (Schneider, 2006)

Or, as Democrats learned in 2010, anger can be intense and focused: “The anger

over TARP is so fierce that at least seven first–term House Democrats...have claimed in

ads that they voted against [it], even though they did not take office until January, 2009”,

nearly three months after the legislation was signed into law (Chan, 2010). The 2010

elections were largely interpreted in terms of electoral anger, described by Republican

pollster Whit Ayres as “another measure of the depth of anger at Washington and the

current state of the country” (Balz and Cillizza, 2010).

Whether examined through this anecdotal looking-glass or through empirical mea-

sures, there is no shortage of anger in the American public, and in fact, anger has long

been the leader among negatively–valenced political emotions. The American National

Election Study (ANES) has been asking respondents about the emotional arousal caused

by particular candidates for President since the 1980 election. The graphic below illus-

trates the percentage of Americans who have felt anger and/or anxiety towards either
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Figure 1.3: Frequency of Anger versus Anxiety Towards Presidential Candidates (ANES)

Source: American National Election Study Cumulative Data File, 1948-2008.

the Democratic or the Republican nominee for president in each election between 1980

and 2004. What is noticeable is the degree to which anger outranks anxiety, despite anx-

iety’s far deeper research tradition in political psychologist’s study of emotions.

I will argue that these two concepts, political anger and political compromise, are

linked; the specifics of which I turn to next.

Anger and Compromise

An abundance of research exists elucidating the effects, mostly beneficial, of anxiety on

political learning, and in turn, decision-making (e.g. Marcus, Neuman and Mackuen,

2000; Brader, 2006), but anger is actually the more prevalent emotion when it comes to

politics (Valentino et al., 2011), making political science’s scant research on this emo-
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Table 1.1: Anger, Interest and Voting (2012 CCES)

Interest in News and Public Affairs Mean Anger Score (0-1) Standard Deviation
Most of the time/Some of the time 0.58 0.33
Only now and then/Hardly at all 0.47 0.32
November Voting
Voted 0.60 0.32
Did not vote 0.52 0.30

tion and its political ramifications a puzzling lacuna. After early work finding the in-

dependent effects of positively and negatively valenced emotions on economic evalua-

tions with a particularly prominent role for anger (Conover and Feldman, 1986), decades

passed before examinations of anger continued. Since then, anger has been distin-

guished from fear (Huddy, Feldman and Cassese, 2007; Isbell, Ottati and Burns, 2006)

and shown to have a mobilizing effect (Valentino, Gregorowicz and Groenendyk, 2009;

Valentino et al., 2011). The latter finding is of particular importance since emotional

responses to politics are far more common among the politically sophisticated and en-

gaged segments of the electorate (Miller, 2011). Given this interplay between engage-

ment, anger, and mobilization, it is troubling that so little is known about the cognitive

consequences of anger. This relationship is displayed in brief in the Table 1.1. The de-

tails of this data will be thoroughly explained in the next chapter, but what is important

to note at present is that anger is measured on a scale ranging from 0 to 1, and that it is

higher among those who either express interest in news and public affairs, or voted in

the November elections.

But it is the cognitive consequences of anger make up the focus of this research,

and in particular, a deep examination of the connection between political anger and
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attitudes toward political compromise. In what lies ahead, I will argue that anger plays

a central role in decreasing people’s willingness to endorse the behavioral elements of

compromise without hindering their ability to endorse compromise’s normative value.

Before addressing the specifics of this theory, I will need to lay some groundwork on

emotions in general, and anger in particular.

Anger can be a function of the political context (e.g. high unemployment or war

with a foreign nation) and/or the result of elite manipulation. The former makes the

presence of anger timeless, a persistent feature of any political system or process. The

latter can affect the scope and intensity of anger at a given point in time depending

on the rhetorical choices made by elites in an effort to inflame passions and advance

political propositions.

While I expect anger to have at least four primary influences on political opinion

formation and judgment, I have chosen to focus on what I believe is currently the most

important: its relationship with citizens’ attitudes toward compromise.7

7The other manifestations of anger that I would expect include an unwillingness to process (in this case
with a focus on encoding) relevant, though attitudinally–incongruent information when presented by a
political opponent, or framed within a topic area that is likely to arouse anger in that particular citizen; an
increased probability of supporting extreme candidates; and finally, a decreased perception of legitimacy
or decreased engagement (depending on the circumstances) when desired political outcomes are not
realized. These manifestations can be grouped into those relating to the processing of political information
(e.g. the refusal of counter-attitudinal facts), those relating directly to political attitudes (e.g. the support
of extreme candidates and one’s disdain for compromise), and those relating to civic attitudes and political
engagement (e.g. beliefs in legitimacy of the process and one’s investment in the political system).
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Emotion, Anger, and Compromise

Borrowing the perspective of the appraisal theorists, emotion can be thought of as a

physiological arousal in response to some stimulus, internal or external, and the ac-

companying cognitive reaction to that arousal taking place in the mind (e.g. Lazarus

and Lazarus, 1994; Ortony, Clore and Collins, 1988). It is argued that the physiologi-

cal arousal is adaptive and present in almost all animals (Gazzaniga, 1992; Panksepp,

1994), even among those without consciousness. The cognitive labeling of that arousal,

however, requires consciousness, and it is believed that this labeling is limited to hu-

man beings. While some argue that the conscious components of emotion are a mere

by-product of the physiological arousal, and therefore a misguided focus of study (Gaz-

zaniga, 1992), for the purposes of this research, the important aspect of emotion is to be

found in its effect on cognition.

An important facet of this emotional cognition (i.e the labeling and its consequences)

is its ability to instantly replace regular, on-going thought. Consequently, though not

obviously, subjugating emotions through conscious will is very challenging, especially

in the short–run. It is through emotion’s ability to dominate conscious experience that

it influences how one processes information, both instantaneously as well as residualy

with respect to subsequent processing tasks. Combine this dominance of conscious ex-

perience with the (mostly) inherently adaptive nature of emotions, and one can safely

conclude – as others already have – that emotions are central to the process of reasoning
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– in fact, essential (Damasio, 1994; LeDoux, 1996). Political reasoning and choice, like

all reasoning, requires emotion.

It is, therefore, not unreasonable to be concerned that enterprising politicians, but-

tressed by increasingly sophisticated and accessible research methods, might manipu-

late these emotions to serve their own political ends. But how might emotions be manip-

ulated? This question provides a wonderful transition to the topic of how emotions arise

in the first place. While this is a much debated topic of inquiry, one influential theory

posits that emotion is the result of an appraisal process in which an individual, either

instantaneously and subconsciously or consciously through self–generated meaning,

assesses the relationship between the current situation or emotional stimulus and his

or her own goals and desires (e.g. Lazarus and Lazarus, 1994; Ortony, Clore and Collins,

1988). A situation likely to generate an outcome congruent with one’s goals results in a

positive emotion, but a situation appraised as likely to frustrate one’s goals results in a

negative emotion.

Anger, understood broadly, is the result of an aversive situation (Berkowitz and Harmon-

Jones, 2004; Fischer and Roseman, 2007). While there is some debate about the scope

of conditions necessary to arouse anger (Berkowitz and Harmon-Jones, 2004; Clore and

Centerbar, 2004), it is generally agreed upon that certain situational features increase

the probability of an angry response (though these features are not necessary nor suf-

ficient). They include (1) the frustration of a goal, (2) a clearly accountable other, (3)

that other acting in an arbitrary or illegitimate fashion, (4) a sense of control, and (5) an
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attack on one’s identity or self–esteem.

Given these conditions, politics – maybe unsurprisingly – makes for a fertile bread-

ing ground of anger. There is almost always a clearly accountable other (a politician or

party); his or her actions can be seen, or made to seem, arbitrary or illegitimate (either

because they are spurred on by what is perceived as a flawed ideology, or because they

are literally illegitimate, as in the case of George W. Bush “stealing the election” or Barack

Obama being “born in another country”); and there is a clear sense of control because

of the democratic creed and process.8

The frustration of a goal, personal relevance, and ego-threat are the conditions for

which I would expect the role of politicians to be most prominent. While the public

may not require explication for the other features, I expect that politicians seeking to

arouse the public’s anger will (probably intuitively) frame their rhetoric with an eye to-

wards emphasizing the personal relevance and threat that another party or political fig-

ure poses.9 Politicians have many reasons to incite and express anger. From the per-

spective of institutional effectiveness, those expressing anger have been found to per-

form better at bargaining tasks because their bargaining partners perceive their limits

as more strongly fixed than those not expressing anger (van Dijk et al., 2008; van Kleef,

De Dreu and Manstead, 2004). In addition, institutional and electoral benefits accrue

from the perception that those expressing anger are more competent than those ex-

8This raises the possibility that anger is less present in authoritarian regimes or political systems in
which political actors are not so easily held accountable. However, the story here is likely more complex
as anger also increases one’s sense of efficacy, among other features that will be discussed below.

9Much of Sen. Cruz’s faux–filibuster discussed earlier in this chapter was spent reading tweets with the
hashtag “MakeDCListen”.
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pressing other emotions, likely because it conveys certainty (even if they are less liked

because of it) (Tiedens, 2001a). And while anger might result in these institutional ben-

efits, it is also the case that the mere expression of anger can transmit itself to the elec-

torate through emotional contagion (Hatfield, Cacioppo and Rapson, 1994), a route dif-

ferent from that of appraisal manipulation described above, but with similar cogni-

tive consequences. Most directly, however, politicians should benefit from the induce-

ment of anger, whether strategic or contagious, because, as mentioned above, angry

electorates are mobilized electorates (Valentino, Gregorowicz and Groenendyk, 2009;

Valentino et al., 2011).

While politicians have many reasons to express and incite anger, the focus of this

research is on the mass public, and for most people, the social function of anger is to

change an aversive situation in the short–run (Fischer and Roseman, 2007). In politics,

if an individual finds the current political situation to be aversive, or a politician or party

to be frustrating one’s goals, attacking one’s identity, or otherwise acting capriciously

and arbitrarily, then anger is the natural, evolutionary designed response to produce a

change in that situation.

Before proceeding to anger’s cognitive consequences, and ultimately, my hypotheses

about anger’s influence on compromise attitudes, I should stop to elaborate some on

how I expect anger to influence attitudes in the electorate that goes beyond some of

the schematic, and as I will show, somewhat oversimplified portrayals of this process

discussed above.
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But before I can even do that, I need to take a moment to discuss attitudes more

broadly in light of our understanding of emotions. Generally speaking, an attitude is

a positive or negative evaluation towards some attitude object that can be expressed

cognitively (which is what we most often measure with public opinion surveys), behav-

iorally, and/or physiologically. None of these three attitude expressions holds pride of

place, and each can be occurring alone or in tandem, though the latter is more likely the

average reality of attitude expression. It was already stated above that emotion is at its

core a physiological arousal, and the labeling of that arousal as we understand it takes

place in the mind (cognitive expression). But what is important to highlight is that the

emotional reaction is itself an expression of an attitude, whether or not cognitive label-

ing is further attached. This is why some scholars argue that the studying of emotions

should occur at the physiological level, because the cognitive expression of that physio-

logical arousal is nothing more than a translation – and for the purposes of measurement

and scientific inquiry, an imperfect one.

When an individual, therefore, encounters an attitude object, that individual may or

may not have an emotional reaction. But if they do, the physiology of that emotional

reaction gets translated into the cognitive space by the mind, and in turn becomes part

of the cognitive expression of that attitude. This is important to highlight here at the

outset. When trying to explain the cognitive consequences of emotions, it is useful to

think of anger, for instance, as something separate from the attitude that one is measur-

ing. In this simplified formulation, anger exerts an influence on the cognitive attitude
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with the implication being that in the absence of that emotion, the cognitive attitude

itself would snap back to some natural and unadulterated state. In many ways, the ex-

perimental work in the following chapters (and that of others), in which anger (or any

emotion) is induced followed by the measurement of an attitude or attitudes, could be

misinterpreted to reflect this oversimplified description, but the reality is that the ex-

perimental approach to studying emotions is merely a simulation of the true nature of

emotion’s effect on an attitude – in my case, of anger’s impact on compromise attitudes.

Even these last few statements highlight the difficulty of communicating the relation-

ship between these concepts (emotions and attitudes) without inadvertently implying

that they are separate bins of cognition, which they are not for the purposes of those

interested in studying attitudes.

I have already discussed the facets of anger that make it a particularly appealing

emotion with respect to political stimuli. Again, the general features of a situation in

which anger is likely to occur include (1) the frustration of a goal, (2) a clearly account-

able other, (3) that other acting in an arbitrary or illegitimate fashion, (4) a sense of con-

trol, and (5) an attack on one’s identity or self–esteem. These features do not sound

particularly foreign to much of contemporary or historical political discourse.

While these factors do increase the likelihood of an angry response, it is not neces-

sary that this response result from a conscious, cognitive evaluation process. In fact,

these features can induce anger in an individual without that individual cognitively pro-

cessing the situation as such. Given the low degree of cognitive complexity surround-
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ing most citizens’ understanding of politics, I do not expect anger to arise, on average,

through a conscious appraisal process with an evaluation of self-generated meaning

with respect to most political situations.

Instead, I imagine that, on average, political anger arises as a result of automatic

affective arousal, generated upon encountering some political stimulus. This under-

standing of political cognition is not new nor my own, though I do add a slight amend-

ment (namely, conceptualizing affective tags as discrete emotions, and not based solely

upon their valence). Much of this understanding, though with a heavier emphasis on

the importance of the particular emotional arousal, could be understood through the

lens of the online processing approach to politics (Lodge, Steenbergen and Brau, 1995),

in which individuals encounter political stimuli, register their affective tag, and then dis-

card much if not all of the information that was associated with their initial reaction and

the cognitive expression of that attitude in the first place. In essence, in most instances,

I would expect the automatic affective arousal to reflect the nature of political cognition

as more affective than information driven, and much more instantaneous than deliber-

ate.

The nuances of this understanding resides in the importance that I place on the in-

terest and engagement that citizens show towards politics. The prevalence of emotional

reactions to politics amongst the most engaged and sophisticated of voters could re-

flect two assumptions about these voters with respect to their emotional reactions: ei-

ther they are (1) consciously appraising their situation with respect to political stimuli,
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in turn experiencing an emotional reaction based on the outcome of those evaluations,

and therefore expressing emotions at a higher rate through this conscious process; or, (2)

they too are engaging in online processing, but due to their greater interest/engagement,

are storing a greater share of affective tags with respect to a wider range of potential po-

litical stimuli. I find myself more convinced by the the latter description than by the

former, though one’s perception of the more elemental nature of this process wouldn’t

change the fundamental expectation of the hypotheses that follow.

The result of this is that the most engaged citizens will have, by definition, more

complicated schematic networks of political considerations than will those with less in-

terest or sophistication, and in turn, will be more likely experience the affective tags

associated with those neural networks through the automatic affective arousal that oc-

curs from a wide range of political stimuli. Whether or not that stimuli is congruent

or incongruent with one’s attitudes, and whether from a stimuli that itself is positively

or negatively valenced within that individual, should not matter, the schematic activa-

tion of political stimuli should also activate the affective tags proximate to those schema

(both because of the very nature of online processing, but functionally through the pro-

cess of hot cognition). For simplicity’s sake, it is easier to imagine an anger inducing

stimulus as counter–attitudinal. For instance, a movement to increase gun control laws

might instantaneously arouse the anger tag from a devoted NRA member, just as a law to

ban abortion in all but the the most restrictive of circumstances might instantaneously

arouse anger in an individual who considers themselves to be pro–choice. But this need
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not be the case. One could imagine a potential Republican primary voter holding a gen-

erally favorable impression of Sen. Ted Cruz, but upon encountering the senator on a

cable news show or at a campaign event, through hot cognition, instantaneously con-

fronted with all of the considerations schematically connected with that individual’s Ted

Cruz node, including any affective tags closely associated with the Senator (e.g. anger

associated with the ACA or Planned Parenthood).

The variance in the activation of a particular affective tag is probably a function of

factors external to that individual. For example, the presence of a clearly accountable

other in the form of a president of the other party is, it appears, likely to make the pres-

ence of anger more active in one’s political schemas. This proposition is likely to feel

intuitively true for anyone who considers themselves a partisan, is interested in politics,

and has paid attention during administrations of co- and counter-partisans. While it

may seem dismissively simple to say that anger always has the potential to be present

for some people when politics is the topic of conversation, it’s also the case that this is

the topic of conversation always considered best avoided in polite company for this very

reason.

Given this theoretical approach, I hope to be able to dismiss the, I now hope mis-

guided, question about the durability of anger’s effect. Based on a simplified under-

standing of anger, in which it influences the attitude, but is separate from it, one might

ask how often anger needs to be activated in a citizen for it to have an effect on a par-

ticular attitude? And at what point, if ever, do the effects of anger stabilize such that
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the attitude resulting from anger just becomes the attitude, whether or not anger is also

activated?

On account of the foregoing discussion, I don’t think of the effect that anger (or any

emotion) has on an attitude as being subject to checks on robustness in the sense that

questions of robustness are often asked. It’s not that anger occurs, influences an atti-

tude, and then dissipates, leaving that attitude to revert back to it’s natural state. This

may be the case for citizens not terribly engaged in politics, but it is not these citizens

that one would expect to have a perpetually emotional reaction to politics, nor are these

the citizens who I would argue are driving politicians to eschew compromise, namely,

activists and primary voters.

For those citizens made to feel angry absent any serious interest or engagement in

politics, and then who express an attitude seemingly at odds with compromise, the half

life on this effect is likely as short as if the affective association were linked with any

trivial, or non-central, attitude with respect to that individual, but it is not these individ-

uals that I think are influencing the decisions of politicians with respect to compromise,

because if they were, we would see a lot more of it.

Now, with sufficient groundwork laid, let’s turn back to the anger’s cognitive conse-

quences, and in particular, its impact on people’s attitudes towards compromise. Anger’s

impact emerges through the cognitive influence of the emotional response, an influence

that works in tandem with some of the unique features of anger described above.

Appraisal Tendency Theory (Lerner and Keltner, 2000, 2001; Lerner, Goldberg and
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Tetlock, 1998; Lerner et al., 2003; Small and Lerner, 2008; Smith and Ellsworth, 1985;

Tiedens, 2001a; Tiedens and Linton, 2001; Tiedens, 2001b, etc.) posits that distinct emo-

tions elicit distinct responses. These responses are coordinated action potentials across

physiology, behavior, experience, and communication that have been advantageous

over time and reinforced through evolution. Thus, anger produces a set of responses

that have been pre–programmed because they are the best responses for anger–arousing

situations. Once elicited, these response tendencies remain and influence subsequent

processing and decision–making tasks, or as Isbell, Ottati and Burns (2006, pg. 66) so

succinctly (if judgmentally) put it, they result in “mental contamination.”

Different emotions produce different response tendencies. For example, anger can

be distinguished from fear by a sense of control and certainty over the cause in the case

of the former that is missing in the case of the latter (Lerner and Keltner, 2001; Smith

and Ellsworth, 1985).

As a result of these response tendencies, inducing anger in individuals results in

(1) heuristic information processing as a function of increased certainty (Bodenhausen,

Sheppard and Kramer, 1994; Lerner and Keltner, 2000; Lerner and Tiedens, 2006; Tiedens

and Linton, 2001; Wingrove and Bond, 2005), (2) a lower assessment of risk (Druckman

and McDermott, 2008; Lerner and Keltner, 2000, 2001; Lerner et al., 2003), (3) a de-

creased assessment of accountability or personal relevance for decisions made (Hemen-

over and Zhang, 2004), and (4) an increased perception of efficacy in dealing with the

anger inducing target (Smith and Ellsworth, 1985; Valentino, Gregorowicz and Groe-
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nendyk, 2009). Additionally, anger is an interesting emotion from a physiological per-

spective. Whereas most negatively valenced emotions are associated with right pre-

frontal brain activity, the part of the brain associated with withdrawal motivations (i.e.

move away from something aversive), anger happens to be the only negatively valenced

emotion associated with left pre-frontal brain activity and therefore linked with approach

motivations (Harmon-Jones and Allen, 1998; Harmon-Jones and Sigelman, 2001; Harmon-

Jones, 2004). This might help account for the increased efficacy and certainty associated

with anger, but also might explain the increase in heuristic processing of information

(because the reaction of an angry individual is to “approach” the aversive stimulus, not

to “think about it some more” and/or withdraw), similar to enthusiasm’s role (positive

valence) in Affective Intelligence Theory (Marcus, Neuman and Mackuen, 2000).

Each of these response tendencies has the potential to influence one’s attitudes to-

ward compromise. Increased certainty should make compromise appear a less valid

strategy given the ‘known’ correctness of one’s own position. A lower assessment of risk

should make the potential outcome of not reaching an agreement (the real manifesta-

tion of eschewing compromise), despite any negative consequences, appear less costly.

A decreased assessment of personal accountability or relevance too, should lower the

potential cost of not coming to an agreement. And an increased sense of efficacy should

make one more inclined to believe in their ability to convince or force the other side to

see the merits of, or even simply accept, one’s own position.

These consequences are most directly evidenced in the sparse research on emotion’s
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impact on bargaining. Much of this research has focused on the interpersonal conse-

quences of emotions. In particular, it has been found that those expressing anger in a

bargaining situation are perceived to have more extreme limits, outperforming those ex-

pressing other emotions (van Dijk et al., 2008; van Kleef, De Dreu and Manstead, 2004).

In general, people prefer to avoid confrontation and in turn, tend to give in to angry bar-

gaining partners. But more salient to this project is the research focused on the intra-

personal effect that anger has on one’s own willingness to bargain and the strategies that

one in turn deems best to pursue. The limited research in this domain comes from the

curious finding in experimental economics that bargaining partners tend to walk away

from ultimatum games when presented with what is perceived to be an unfair offer –

contrary to economic theory. The reason for this discontinuity has been found to be the

role that the perception of an unfair offer, and in turn, the anger it arouses, has on the

decision making process (Pillutla and Murnighan, 1996).

Further, it has been shown that having low emotional regard for a bargaining part-

ner (the sum of high anger and low compassion), leads negotiators to be less aware of

the priorities or interests of the other party while at the same time seeking a greater

share of the potential gains for themselves (Allred et al., 1997). According to the Affect

Infusion Model, mood influences the processing of information, and with respect to ne-

gotiations, a balance in favor of negative moods relative to positive ones decreases the

likelihood of engaging in a cooperative strategy and increases the likelihood of engaging

in a competitive one (Forgas, 1998).
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The sum total of this research is that angry individuals will (1) be more likely to per-

ceive their position as valid, (2) feel efficacious in their ability to achieve a desired out-

come, (3) feel little responsibility for the possibility of negative consequences while at

the same time underestimating that possibility, and (4) proceed with a strategy that em-

phasizes competition over cooperation.

Before discussing my particular expectations given this literature, it is necessary to

explore the other object of this inquiry: political compromise. First, it is important to

restate that my focus is on the voter and the relationship between an individual’s anger

and that individual’s attitudes toward compromise, not on the translation of those atti-

tudes to the decisions ultimately made by elected officials during the process of govern-

ing. While I think that there are many reasons to expect the existence of this connection

(a topic I will return to later), the goal of this research is to explore the possibility of a link

between individual anger and individual attitudes toward compromise. Discussions of

this broader political context are necessary, but also admittedly speculative.

For the purposes of this research, informed by the public opinion measures previ-

ously presented and my own broader study of mass opinion, I conceive of individual

attitudes toward compromise as encompassing three distinct dimensions: (1) the de-

tails of compromise, (2) the norm of compromise, and (3) the behaviors of compromise.

Compromise itself is the reaching of an agreement over a dispute in which two or more

sides make concessions that move the ultimate outcome from each side’s preferred or

ideal outcome. For legislators, this definition is very real and directly fits into the pro-
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cess of governing in a non–parliamentary system. For the voters, compromise is likely

more abstract, depending on which of the three dimensions one is examining, the con-

ceptualization of which I turn to next.

The details of compromise relate to the range of acceptable policy outcomes one

is willing to endorse, and specifically, whether that endorsement allows for legislation

incorporating the desires of a bargaining partner. This dimension is seemingly most en-

lightened by the literature on anger and bargaining described above, but only seemingly.

A simple interpretation of the literature on the cognitive consequences of anger absent

domain specific expertise might lead one to believe that anger will make one more likely

to pursue less compromising policy choices given an individual’s increased certainty,

increased efficacy, decreased regard or interest in the needs/desires of their bargaining

partner, and lowered expectations of not reaching a desired outcome. For this to accu-

rately describe anger’s influence on policy preferences, however, would require the sus-

pension of at least two related features of American politics: one regarding the political

process, the other regarding mass political behavior.

The key feature of the political process that requires suspension is its cognitive com-

plexity. Rarely can a policy dispute be described as a zero-sum game on a single-dimension

with clearly delineated trade-offs (like those encountered in most simple bargaining ex-

periments). More often, policy fights occur in multi-dimensional, often non-overlapping,

spaces in which the trade-offs between one outcome and another are, at best, difficult

to discern, or, at worst, non-existent – as in the case of two bargaining partners fighting
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for completely different policy approaches to the same problem. This situation appears

to be rather common as the list of policy domains in which no political progress is likely

seems to be increasing in length with each Congress.

An important and related consideration is the public’s average level of political knowl-

edge. Levels of political knowledge are notoriously low, and this fact emerges from mea-

sures of simple political questions about basic civics and/or party control, not complex

policy preferences, their alternatives, and the results of trade-offs between and among

them. Therefore, it is hard to imagine anger increasing certainty about or efficacy to-

wards non-existent policy preferences, nor lowering one’s regard for the preferences of a

bargaining partner – especially when knowledge of those preferences is also likely to be

non-existent.

This is not to say that the link between anger and attitudes toward the details of com-

promise is completely non–existent. The literature on anger and bargaining would lead

one to expect a direct effect. But like the set–up of those experiments implicitly conveys,

I would expect these effects to by highly circumscribed, limited only to public policy

disputes in which the choices voters face are extremely simple, the trade–offs under-

standable, and maybe most importantly, there exists known partisan cues.

H1: Anger will increase the probability that an individual will endorse an

uncompromising policy position, but this effect is likely to be limited to pol-

icy choices that are simple, have clear trade–offs, and easily known partisan

cues.
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Given this expectation, I do not believe that the connection between anger and un-

compromising politicians is to be found through an increase in the prevalence of un-

compromising policy positions in the mass public – though there are limited circum-

stances in which this may be a part of the story.

The remaining two dimensions are related in that I perceive each to be more abstract

than the first dimension, though the normative dimension more so than the behavioral

one.

The normative dimension of compromise is clearly evident in much of the public

opinion polling already discussed above, with its focus on broad attitudes towards com-

promise’s inherent value. Though I’ll spend more time on particular measures in the

upcoming chapters, these attitude might be reliably captured in statements proposing

compromise’s role in making for better public policy, or statements expressing that com-

promise is a goal for politicians to pursue. These questions are also likely subject to

the effects of social desirability (what kind of citizen/adult doesn’t think compromise is

a good thing?). An equally important feature of these measures is what they don’t cap-

ture: first, any clear delineation of the details (as already discussed), but second, any

clear expectation about the specific behaviors or actions that an individual, or their rep-

resentative, might pursue to achieve outcomes notable for their being reached through

compromise. These missing elements are what make up the behavioral dimension, the

specific attitudes and evaluations that people hold towards actions one’s representative

has or might pursue, and their likely result with respect to compromise.
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This behavioral dimension is also abstract for many of the same reasons that I sus-

pect the details dimension to be a less fruitful avenue for understanding anger’s influ-

ence on compromise. In practice, political procedure is arcane and complex. Therefore,

I would not expect anger to impact citizen attitudes toward how the Rule’s Committee

operates, nor on the use of points of procedural order, nor rulings on those points of

order; because those attitudes don’t exist. However, I do expect anger to influence at-

titudes toward abstract notions of behavior as they relate to compromise. This expec-

tation reflects the essential nature of a representative democracy in which politicians

increasingly invoke the lacuna of common sense in Washington that is so inherent in

ordinary Americans. It also reflects the specific cognitive consequences of anger. Anger

is about action, and physiologically, related to positive emotions in that it is an ‘ap-

proach’ emotion (as opposed to a withdrawal emotion). Anger is about doing something

to change an aversive situation (thus the efficacy, lack of sustained deep processing, and

lowered assessment of risk), and I expect that when asked how one wants their represen-

tative to behave in their stead, if angry, a citizen will want that representative to behave

as they would, with certainty, efficacy, and little regard for the other side or any poten-

tially negative outcome.

Based on my understanding of the extant literature, anger is likely to influence these

behavioral attitudes whilst leaving the normative ones unchanged. As we already know,

anger has cognitive consequences, including increased heuristic processing, increased

certainty and efficacy, decreased assessments of risk, and decreased attachment to the
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overall outcome. Drawing a clear connection between this set of cognitive consequences

and the normative dimension of compromise is challenging. If anything, an increased

reliance on heuristic processing might make one more, not less, inclined to endorse

these broad normative attitudes – at least if they already reside within a person’s con-

sciousness.

Regarding this behavioral dimension, we know that people’s attitudes need not al-

ways be consistent. One can support a broad application of a principle, but then sup-

port positions or actions contrary to that broad principle. This basic logic underlies

some best practices of good survey construction. Generally, quality survey methodol-

ogy dictates that if one is asking two questions about the same topic, one general, one

specific, it is better to lead with the general question because the specific question, if led

with, is likely to limit the range of considerations that one brings to bear on the more

general one (Converse and Presser, 1986). People may oppose comprehensive immigra-

tion reform as a concept, but if asked about a measure to increase border security as part

of an immigration reform package, and then asked about comprehensive immigration

reform, we would expect those individuals who support increased border security (basi-

cally everyone) to then express greater support for comprehensive immigration reform

than they would if not presented with the specific policy proposal first. This is because

the specific proposal becomes the overarching consideration for the broader proposal.

The same logic likely holds for the compromise dimension. It is likely that the broader

norm can be endorsed while less abstract behaviors relating to compromise might be
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opposed.

While this is all a necessary reminder that it is common for people to hold conflicting

attitudes, especially when those attitudes are not strongly held and reinforced through

a cognitive network of considerations, the important aspect of anger’s influence on be-

haviors, while leaving normative considerations untouched, is in its designation as an

emotion more defined by its ability to spur action, action without the pains of rigorous

mental processing, and with little regard for the outcome.

H2: Angry individuals will value the norm of compromise as much as non-

angry individuals.

H3: Angry individuals will support behavioral compromise by their repre-

sentatives less than non-angry individuals.

It is in this distinction, between norms and expected actions, or behaviors, that I

expect anger’s influence to emerge, and where, in turn, we might better understand the

contradiction of a public that broadly endorses compromise while continuing to elect

individuals who eschew it.

Further Thoughts

An electorate that both has contempt for Congressional inaction, but also appears un-

willing to endorse actions that might alleviate gridlock defies easy explanation. While I

have clearly laid out my own expectations for how anger might influence a citizen’s atti-
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tudes toward political compromise, it is clear that there are other possible explanations

for why an individual might oppose compromise.

Political polarization is certainly a reasonable culprit. As the parties, and in turn

the electorate, have become more ideologically distinct (Levendusky, 2009), it is easy to

envision the pathways by which compromise would become more difficult. Assuming

that one has a range of acceptable legislative outcomes, having some of those outcomes

overlap with the range of acceptable outcomes of an opponent should increase the like-

lihood of compromise. Not having an overlapping range of acceptable outcomes should,

in turn, make compromise less likely. This effect of polarization has been convincingly

demonstrated to be the case in the U.S. House of Representatives (Theriault, 2008).

But with a little thought, how polarization would lead to a decrease in compromise

proves problematic as a solitary explanation – especially in light of low Congressional

approval ratings and a public broadly supportive of compromise. It’s worthwhile to

think about this issue from the position of a legislator for a moment. On any given

policy dimension, a legislator likely harbors some ideal point (or, at least, a range of

acceptability). In deciding whether to support a given measure, in whole, in part, or

with amendment, she also must consider the status quo outcome, in other words, the

outcome based on inaction. While status quo outcomes are likely to have asymmetrical

effects on partisan fortunes, whether in terms of the status quo being closer to a legis-

lator’s ideal point than a possible compromise, or because of some type of hermeneutic

gain that is likely to emerge due to innaction from the other side, it’s hard to imagine
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that this will always be the case. It’s also possible to imagine situations in which a com-

promise outcome is better for both parties than a status quo outcome – especially with

respect to hermeneutics in light of increasingly abysmal congressional approval ratings.

As already highlighted, recent Congresses have clearly chosen inaction over action,

and have been willing to accept the status quo outcome even when the status quo is as

drastic as a credit downgrading or a government shutdown – hermeneutic consequences

be damned. But this inaction has not, as of yet, resulted in any large electoral swings.

In fact, despite President Obama winning reelection in 2012 by more than 4.5 million

votes, Republicans lost only 6 seats in the House and 2 in the Senate. If legislators feel

comfortable engaging in scorched earth tactics, asking for exactly what they want and

accepting the consequences of the status quo (whether that be a government shutdown,

a credit downgrading, a broken immigration system, the consequences of global climate

change, etc.), one might have to seriously consider whether this is in fact what the elec-

torate wants, despite what they’ve been telling pollsters.

To answer this question, I return to Ted Cruz and his Senate Senior, John Cornyn,

who said of Cruz after the government shutdown, “I have to give Ted a lot of credit for

capturing the imagination of people who are angry at Washington. We did have a dis-

agreement about tactics, but it wasn’t about policy” (Lavender, 2013).
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Conclusion and Approach

As I conclude this chapter, it feels important to return to the issue of how, specifically,

I would expect political anger to arise. Though not a formal subject of this inquiry, it is

important to discuss this topic so that you, the reader, may judge for yourself whether

or not anger seems likely to arise in the political domain if you are not persuaded by the

measures or the logic previously presented.

While I have already discussed the particular appraisal components of anger and

their relationship to politics, it is important to briefly discuss how I expect anger to be

aroused in the course of encountering a political stimuli. There is evidence for auto-

matic affective arousal in both political science (Lodge and Taber, 2005) as well as in

psychology (Zajonc, 1984). While the research being presented here does not seek to

litigate the debate over the degree to which cognition is necessary for emotion versus

whether emotion is independent of cognition (one can examine an extended debate be-

tween Lazarus and Zajonc for that), political anger most likely requires a fair amount of

learning before it can be automatically triggered (this is in contrast to anxiety, which can

be triggered instantly by ominous music or images learned over time to be “scary” or

“frightening”). Once the association is made between George W. Bush or Barack Obama

and anger, anger should be elicited instantly and without conscious thought upon en-

countering that political figure.10

10This learning component speaks to why emotional reactions are more prevalent among political so-
phisticates.
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Anger too could be elicited through the topic of certain political communications.

For instance, if one believes that voter identification laws are a threat to one’s rights,

then the mere discussion of voter identification laws could induce anger. Similarly, if

one views prohibitions on firearms as attacking one’s conception of their own identity

or as an affront to their autonomy, they too may be induced to anger when a discussion

of gun control laws ensues, regardless of the speaker.

Needless to say, objects of anger inducement are no doubt plentiful when it comes

to politics.

In approaching my hypotheses, I see a clear hierarchy that’s reflected in the organiza-

tion and methodological orientation of this dissertation. First and foremost is to estab-

lish the psychological connection between anger and attitudes toward political compro-

mise. Equally important is disentangling the dimensions of anger previously discussed,

and in particular whether anger influences certain aspects of these attitudes while leav-

ing others unmolested. For the former, I’m interested in behavioral attitudes and more

distally, candidate choice. For the latter, I’m expecting anger to have a conditional, but

limited, effect on policy, and no effect on normative attitudes.

In addressing these issues, chapter two will focus on whether and when anger can

influence policy positions with an experiment meant to test that proposition, and then

test the generalizability of that finding using survey data.

In chapter three, I will focus on the essential work of disentangling the normative and

behavioral elements of compromise while also testing anger’s influence on each with an
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experiment.

Finally, in chapter four, based on the findings of the preceding chapters, I utilize

experimental and survey data to examine whether, and if so how, anger might influence

candidate choice with respect to a candidate’s expressed position on compromise.

The concluding chapter will examine what this research tells us about the current

state of our political system, and what avenues exist for future research given these find-

ings.

What shouldn’t get lost in psychological jargon (e.g. appraisal tendency theory, affect–

infusion model, etc.) is the intuitive sense of the overarching argument. Angry individ-

uals might very well be expected to act sub–optimally. When dealing with an angry in-

dividual, our first instinct (if possible) is to calm that person down so that we may deal

with them reasonably. People who have lost their jobs or benefits, stoked on by eager

politicians, come to believe that government should be radically changed (in the case of

the Tea Party) or that the very conception of capitalism should be altered (in the case of

the 99% movement) – consequences be damned.

At the same time, we are long taught the value of compromise when we encounter an

individual holding an opinion different than our own. It’s an ideal to be striven for, and

as I have argued, a necessity based on constitutional and procedural decisions long–ago

made about our form of democracy. Whether political anger is leading people to favor

uncompromising actions or to choose representatives that hinder this necessity is in-

creasingly important as the pace of the world increases (e.g. in the speed of information
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transfer, the ability to attack another country with traditional military force or through

cyber attacks, or the sheer frequency of events due to increased population as seen in

border crossings or the effects of natural disasters). Our deliberately slow government

cannot survive if made to act even more slowly by individuals sent to Washington with

the express instructions to do just that.
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2. Anger and Policy Preferences

Introduction

At an August 2011 GOP Presidential Primary debate in Iowa, eight candidates raised their

hands, though some sheepishly. The question posed was whether they would entertain

a deal with Democrats in which every $10 in spending cuts would be exchanged for $1

in tax increases. A raised hand indicated that increasing taxes under any circumstance

was unacceptable. Their hard stand was in many ways unremarkable given the anti-tax

orthodoxy of the Republican Party in the aftermath of a Tea Party fueled wave election

in 2010. But to what extent were these candidates simply reflecting the wishes of their

electorate (i.e. GOP primary voters)?

While the events that unfolded on that debate stage were scandalous to some, to

many, the universal rejection of even the slightest hint of compromise represented, at

best, nothing more than the ramifications of a polarized party system in combination

with an increasingly insular primary process, or, at worst, a party beholden to extremists

– or some combination of the two.
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The anger within the GOP had seemingly hit its crescendo two years prior in the

Summer of 2009 during a number of televised, or at least highly reported on, town hall

style meetings in which representatives of both parties faced constituents seething over

the Affordable Care Act. One need not be a scholar in the research of emotions and their

various manifestations to recognize the overflow of anger at these events. And though

hard to find good measures, there was little indication that this anger had substantially

subsided by August of 2011.

Lest I misrepresent my argument, it’s important to take a moment to note that the

Republican Party does not own political anger, nor are they solely responsible for the

seeming lack of compromise in politics. Recent examples simply highlight the GOP be-

cause of anger’s prerequisite of a clearly accountable other, and in the case of the period

during which all of this research was conducted, a Democrat held the most ‘clearly ac-

countable other’ position: the U.S. Presidency. Looking back at American National Elec-

tion Study (ANES) data from 1980 to 2004, on average, 64 percent of Republicans said

that the other party’s candidate for president had made them angry, for Democrats, the

average was 63 percent. Obviously, there were important, but predictable, fluctuations.

In 2004, 82 percent of Democrats were angry at the opposing party’s candidate, in 1980,

80 percent of Republicans were. Seventy-one percent of Democrats were angry at the

Republican nominee in 1984, 80 percent of Republicans were angry at the Democratic

nominee in 1996. But most importantly, partisans of both sides have been, and continue

to be, angry.

43



Table 2.1: Candidate Anger by Partisanship

Rep. Candidate Angry Dems. Dem. Candidate Angry Reps.
1980 Ronald Reagan 67% Jimmy Carter (I) 80%
1984 Ronald Reagan (I) 71% Walter Mondale 60%
1988 George H.W. Bush 44% Michael Dukakis 50%
1992 George H.W. Bush (I) 68% Bill Clinton 60%
1996 Bob Dole 60% Bill Clinton (I) 80%
2000 George W. Bush 47% Al Gore 53%
2004 George W. Bush (I) 82% John Kerry 85%
Mean 62.7% 64%
Source: American National Election Study cumulative data file.

Returning then to the question posed on that debate stage in 2011, when thinking

about the responses of those candidates given an angry primary electorate focused on

the excesses of a president and an opposing party seen to be trampling on their liberties,

it is worthwhile to consider whether the issue of taxes and spending is broadly illustra-

tive of most policy disputes, or whether this issue, and that debate question, represents

a kind of outlier in the policy realm? As already previewed in the opening chapter, I will

argue that the question of debt reduction methods is unique. Debt reduction had been

a major issue since – at least – a 2010 midterm election that swept a number of con-

servative lawmakers into office. In some quarters on the right, the debt problem was

seen primarily, if not entirely, as a result of profligate spending under Democratic and

Republican administrations. On the left, the increased debt was viewed as a result of

generous tax cuts, and therefore was really a matter of decreased revenue. Of course, a

reasonable case could be made that if government debt had truly reached a crisis–point,

then some combination of spending cuts and tax increases would likely be an appro-

priate, and compelling solution. And it is in fact the case that there are only two basic

approaches to the debt problem: decrease spending or increase taxes. The details of
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how one would engage in either, or both, mechanisms are important (i.e. what spend-

ing to cut, whose taxes to raise), but the basic choice presented to those candidates is

not a wholly inaccurate reflection of the policy dispute.

This arrangement of factors seems rather unique however: the clear dimensionality

of the policy approach and its trade–offs, but also, the way in which partisan and ideo-

logical preferences clearly map onto those choices. It doesn’t take vast stores of political

knowledge or a sophisticated ideological worldview for one to know that the Repub-

lican/conservative preference aligns with spending cuts, while the Democratic/liberal

preference aligns with tax increases.

Thinking of other important policy domains in which these features manifest them-

selves (low dimensionality, clear trade-offs, and clear partisan or ideological cues) is

challenging. Looking at one of the major issues heading into the 2016 primary (and

general) elections provides an illustrative counter–example.

Immigration is the first among many issues likely to animate the upcoming cam-

paign, but what are the relevant underlying policy choices, and can they be simplified

into a singular dimension with clear trade–offs and easily known partisan/ideological

cues?

There is the issue of how the government might address the undocumented immi-

grants already living in the country. If a continuum exists on this aspect of immigration

reform, the potential end–points might include immediate amnesty with citizenship at

one end, and immediate deportation at the other. Policies in the middle might include
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some form of legal status, though not citizenship. Or, they might include (some form of)

legal status for some, but not others (e.g. individuals with a criminal record). (Where

does birthright citizenship fit into this discussion? Is it on a separate, but overlapping

dimension?)

There is the issue of controlling, reducing, or eliminating the current flow of undoc-

umented immigrants. This dimension is probably less succinctly described as a contin-

uum of more or less extreme preferences, but instead as a smattering of loosely related

proposals. Some of those proposals might focus on the border itself, like the construc-

tion of a border wall, increased funding for border security, or the related requirement

of a certain capture rate before other proposals meant to address the broader immigra-

tion system are considered. Other proposals might focus on increasing humanitarian

efforts, both here in the U.S. to directly address the current influx of immigrants, but

also abroad, with the hope of reducing the flow at its source.

There is also the related domain of policy positions having to do with the current

legal immigration system. Should the U.S. prioritize immigration for those who have

family here now, or should it prioritize easier entry for those having particular, needed

skills? Should the U.S. have a guest worker program, and if so, how large should it be,

what industries should it cover?

While partisans of both sides might disagree with the end–points impressionistically

associated with the other side (should they exist), where might one come down in the

middle of an existing continuum, and what exactly would make one’s preference more
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or less compromising? What would a heuristic processing approach to these issues look

like? For the more discrete policy choices, should we expect citizens to have any posi-

tions at all (even loosely constructed and supported ones), let alone the possibility for

many and manipulable ones?

As important as I think anger is in elucidating the disjuncture between citizen’s stated

desire for compromise and the lack of compromise among those they elect to represent

them, I find it hard to think of many situations in which anger’s seemingly clear associ-

ation with policy preferences (through increased certainty, decreased sense of risk, and

increased heuristic processing) would truly be able to alter the nature of one’s prefer-

ences. Stated plainly, in many policy disputes, those preferences don’t exist, and in many

of those same policy disputes, if they do, the policy dispute itself doesn’t allow for obvi-

ous extrapolation to a more or less compromising position.

In thinking about the multiple dimensions and range of both continuous and dis-

crete choices surrounding an issue like immigration reform, it is my hope that by illus-

trating the complexity underlying a policy area other than debt reduction, and by show-

ing that it is not defined by a single dimension, clear trade-offs, or, on the particulars,

easy or consistent partisan and/or ideological positions, that I convince the reader of

debt reduction’s status as an outlier. It is not my intention to litigate the nature of pub-

lic policy in America based on these criteria, but in moving forward, I am comfortable

in stating that it is my belief that for most important political issues, the immigration

example is more representative of the nature of a policy dispute than is debt reduction.
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In turn, anger’s ability to influence one’s policy positions should be extremely cir-

cumscribed due to the complexity of most policy disputes in conjunction with the low

levels of political knowledge demonstrated by the American public. Therefore, with re-

spect to anger’s influence on policy positions, informed by the theory laid out in Chapter

1, I restate my first hypothesis:

H1: Anger will increase the probability that an individual will endorse an

uncompromising policy position, but this effect is likely to be limited to pol-

icy choices that are simple, have clear trade–offs, and easily known partisan

cues.

The impact that the variable mix of these elements (low–dimensionality, clear trade–

offs, and known partisan cues) has on anger’s ability to influence policy preferences is

something that I am agnostic about. I am not arguing that all of these elements need

to be in alignment, one way or the other, for anger to have or not have an effect. The

argument being put forward is that most policy disputes don’t allow for anger to have

a strong influence because it is rare for these elements to align in a way that makes it

possible.

In order to test this proposition and my first hypothesis, I have conducted experi-

mental and survey research, the former of which I turn to next.
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Data and Experimental Research Design

The following experiment was conducted in the Fall of 2013 on 134 undergraduate stu-

dents at the University of Texas at Austin taking five different courses in government.

The experiment was administered using Qualtrics survey software. The students were

provided with brief instructions and a link to the survey, at which point they were given

a week to complete it for nominal extra credit.

Conducting an experiment in this fashion has its share of advantages as well as dis-

advantages. The advantage of conducting an experiment online is the reduced infras-

tructure cost of a laboratory setting in addition to the ability to increase one’s sample

size beyond the structural limitations of a lab. The disadvantage is the loss of environ-

mental control. In certain instances, this is rather innocuous. Some subjects will face

more distractions than others depending on their chosen location for completion, but

these distractions should be randomly distributed across the treatment and control con-

ditions through the process of random assignment. More problematic than the potential

for distractions is the fact that subjects might begin the experiment, stop for an infinite

number of reasons for varying amounts of time, and then resume, weakening potential

treatment effects. For certain types of experiments this type of subject behavior might

represent less of a problem while still being a source of concern. But given that my in-

terest is in the manipulation of a subject’s emotional state in the present moment and

in turn, to measure the effect of this state on subsequent attitudes, any behavior that
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might interfere with this process creates a serious problem. With this in mind, an even

more problematic concern is that some subjects will simply ‘click’ through the survey as

quickly as possible for no other reason than to garner the extra credit. If this is in fact a

prevalent behavior (which it appears to be), I would lose all confidence in the veracity of

my experimental manipulation. This experimental manipulation, to be described more

fully below, asks subjects to visualize a situation based on a vignette, and requires some

sustained concentration to be effective (i.e. a subject who just reads the vignette with-

out attempting to visualize the situation as instructed is unlikely to have the intended

emotional arousal).

Mitigating these concerns is essential if I am to have any confidence in my data anal-

yses. Subjects were therefore removed from the experimental analyses that follow in

these and subsequent chapters based on two, targeted criteria. First, if the subject’s

overall time to complete the survey experiment deviated significantly from the median

overall completion time, they were removed. In practice, due to the non–normal distri-

bution of total time taken to complete the survey (with a significant right skew), subjects

who took an unusually long period of time to complete the experiment were removed as

a means of directly addressing the concern regarding subjects getting overly distracted

during the experiment, or simply taking a break after beginning and in turn, temporally

distancing the treatment from the dependent variable items.1

Second, subjects whose time spent completing the treatment or control procedures

1In the following experiment, this amounted to removing subjects who had taken longer than 16 min-
utes to complete the – rather short – survey experiment.
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deviated significantly from a mean time established during pilot testing in a physical

laboratory were also excluded from the forthcoming analyses. In the physical laboratory,

the mean time to complete the treatment or control condition was 38.9 seconds with a

standard deviation of 19.8 seconds. Subjects were therefore removed from the following

experiment if, while proceeding through the treatment or control in an unsupervised

setting, they spent less than 20 seconds on either of those conditions (approximately one

standard deviation below the mean completion time in the laboratory). This resulted in

the removal of 240 cases (the remaining 7 cases were removed due to spending greater

than 16 minutes on the survey), leaving 134 cases for the final analysis in the experiment

presented in this chapter.2 Though I have provided what I believe is a reasonable the-

oretical rationale for determining the subject exclusion points to mitigate the concerns

associated with no environmental control, deciding on the exclusion point for removing

cases is necessarily subjective. Therefore, in determining an exclusion point of 20 sec-

onds based on the pilot data, I also performed the same analyses in this and subsequent

chapters based on other exclusion points. For the experimental analysis reported in this

chapter, a 15, 18, and 23 second cut point do not substantively or statistically change

the forthcoming analyses. A 10 second cut point adds another 130 cases, but with those

cases, increases the uncertainty around the point estimates in the foregoing analyses in

2In subsequent chapters, the number of removed cases reduces as a percentage of overall cases for two
reasons. First, subjects in the following chapters were taking online courses in government as opposed to
in-person courses, and in turn received all or almost all of their grades through assignments completed
online. Second, for experiments conducted more recently, many of these subjects had already taken one
or more of these online courses, thus further reinforcing their comfort level with completing online as-
signments for credit.
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Figure 2.1: Temporal Density Plot of Experimental Manipulation

a predictable fashion. I believe that this increase in uncertainty is wholly predictable

based on the requirements of the treatment. Those subjects racing through the vignette

and the accompanying visualization are not, in a real sense, exposed to the treatment

which, in turn, increases the p-values in the subsequent t-tests when comparing the

treatment and control groups. This basic pattern of results holds for the experiments

put forth in later chapters, and given this, I am confident in proceeding with my chosen

cut point, determined by the data generation process from the pilot testing phase of this

research, conducted in conditions in which this researcher had greater environmental

control.

Removing cases in any fashion is contentious and an acknowledged weakness of

this approach, but necessary if one is going to grasp any meaning, confirmatory or dis–

confirmatory, from the data. Having said this, there do not appear to be major differ-
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ences between the sub–sample who met the timing criteria (n=134) and the larger pop-

ulation of original participants (n=479). The average age of included subjects was 19.74

years compared to 19.94 years for all subjects; on a seven-point ideology scale where one

equaled “extremely liberal” and seven equaled “extremely conservative”, the average in

the sub–sample analyzed was 3.72 compared to 3.78 for the full sample; and on a four

point political interest measure, the average score was 2.39 for included subjects and

2.38 for the full sample. Given these results, it does not appear as though there are obvi-

ous systematic differences between those subjects included and those subjects excluded

from the analysis. I will return to a discussion of some of these issues in the concluding

section of this chapter, after the entirety of the data have been presented.

The set-up for each of the experiments that follow in this and subsequent chapters

will be similar, so I will spend some time here describing them. After pilot testing three

different anger induction techniques on a sample of undergraduates, I found that the

“Unreasonable Teaching Assistant” vignette proved most successful (Hemenover and

Zhang, 2004).3

In the unreasonable teaching assistant vignette, subjects assigned to the treatment

condition are presented with the following instructions:

Please carefully read through the description of the following situation,

3The other two involved writing tasks, one in which subjects were asked to write about an experience
that made them extremely angry with the explicit direction to write it in such a way as to induce that emo-
tion in someone reading their prose; the other had similar instructions, but focused exclusively on polit-
ical anger. Not surprisingly, the latter went amiss on an undergraduate sample, and the former, though
somewhat effective, impressionistically focused on past relationships, producing sadness as much, and
in many cases more, than anger.
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and picture the situation that is described to you in your mind as best you can.

Pretend that you are actually living through this experience. Try to mentally

create the thoughts and feelings you would have if you were actually in this

situation. When you are experiencing the feeling the situation evokes, please

answer the questions that follow as you think you would if you were actually

experiencing the situation.

They are then presented with the following vignette:

You are enrolled in a course that is a prerequisite for your intended major.

In general you are finding the course quite interesting and enjoyable, and you

believe that you’ve chosen the right major.

However, you don’t get along with your TA. In your discussion section you often

disagree with what he says, and he is highly critical of your comments.

Recently you wrote a big paper for the class that your TA graded. You were

really interested in the topic of the paper, and you wanted to show that you

knew what you were talking about. So, you researched the topic very carefully

and put a lot of effort into writing what you believe is one of the best papers

you’d ever written.

Today at the end of your discussion section the TA hands the papers back, and

you see that you’ve been given a “C-”.

After section the TA refused your request to re-grade your paper and said that

you received the grade you did because the research was shoddy, and the paper
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was poorly written. In fact, he said that the paper was one of the worst he had

ever read, and that you should feel lucky to be getting a C-.

You can’t believe that the TA is doing this to you. You know that the paper

is nowhere near as bad as the TA says, and believe that he had no right to

persecute you like this.

Subjects assigned to the control condition were asked to write two to three sentences

about three to five activities that they had completed that day. The impetus behind

choosing this control has a simple motivation. The goal for this set of experiments was

not to test anger’s influence on attitudes against the presence of other emotions, but

rather, to test it against a baseline average of native emotional states in control group

subjects. The hope in choosing this control was simply to provide subjects in the con-

trol condition with a non–reactive task of roughly the same time commitment as the

treatment group vignette. After proceeding through either the treatment or control con-

dition, subjects were asked about their current emotional state as a manipulation check.

The battery measuring emotions attempted to tap each subject’s emotional state in

the current moment. With this in mind, subjects were asked, “Now, we’d like to know how

much each of the following emotions describes how you are currently feeling.” Subjects

were then presented with eight emotions: anger, disgust, outrage, fear, nervousness,

hope, pride, and happiness. The expectation is not that these are distinct emotional

constructs, but that they load on three distinct factors, one each for anger, anxiety, and

hope. A principal component factor analysis with varimax rotation bears out this expec-
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tation.

Anger, outrage, and disgust all load on a single anger factor (Æ=0.95); anxiety and

nervousness load on a single anxiety factor (Æ=0.82); and hope, pride, and happiness all

load on a single happiness factor (Æ=0.84).

In checking for the veracity of the manipulation, I will use these combined measures,

coded to range from 0 to 1, with a higher score indicating a greater intensity of that

emotion. The mean anger score for treatment group subjects was 0.79, compared with

0.07 for control group subjects (p<.001). Treatment group subjects were more inclined

to feel anxious (0.47) than were control group subjects (0.25), and this difference, though

smaller than that for anger, was statistically significant (p<.001). Finally, subjects in the

control condition were, not surprisingly, happier than those in the treatment group. The

mean happiness score for the former was 0.53, while for the latter, it was 0.11 (p<.001).

The fact that the anger induction induced some degree of anxiety could prove prob-

lematic since anxiety and anger have distinct cognitive and behavioral consequences.

While it would be ideal to induce a high degree of anger in the treatment group without

the arousal of any other emotion, this is probably an unrealistic expectation. A mixture

of emotions is likely a closer approximation of the reality of felt emotions, and anger’s

preponderance in a sea of other emotions is what we should expect in the real world.

Given that the treatment and control conditions appear to have elicited the desired dif-

ferences, with the caveat just mentioned, let us turn now to the policy preference battery.

For the purposes of this analysis, we are trying to determine whether anger is asso-
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ciated with a subject endorsing a less compromising policy position. The expectation

is that this is only likely to happen in a very limited set of policy disputes. To test this

proposition, respondents were presented with three questions that make up the depen-

dent variables of interest.4

Modeled after the debate question discussed in this chapter’s introductory section,

respondents were asked for their preferred method of debt reduction on an 11-point

scale where one end-point indicated reducing the debt entirely through spending cuts;

the other indicated reducing the debt entirely through tax increases. The specific ques-

tion wording was as follows:

In attempting to deal with our national debt, the federal government has two

basic options at its disposal: cutting spending and increasing revenue. Please

choose your preference for how lawmakers should reduce the debt on a 0-10

scale, where 10 indicates that you prefer that lawmakers reduce our debt en-

tirely through revenue increases, and 0 indicates that you prefer that lawmak-

ers reduce our debt entirely through spending cuts.

Another important cognitive manifestation of anger that has a clear connection to

the policy domain is its associated increase in one’s feelings of control and certainty. To

capture this, after responding to the debt reduction question, respondents were asked,

“How certain are you that your preferred method of debt reduction will effectively re-

duce the nation’s debt?” They were given five response options, “extremely certain,”

4The presentation of which was randomized.
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“somewhat certain,” “somewhat uncertain,” “extremely uncertain,” and “don’t know.”

This variable was re–coded so that respondents who chose “extremely uncertain” or

“don’t know” were coded as 0, those who chose “extremely certain” were coded as 1,

and the remaining options were evenly distributed between the two end-points.

The other two items were chosen for their complexity, their highly politicized nature,

and, my hope is, their greater representativeness of major policy disputes: health care

reform and gun control.

While I have argued that the presence of clear partisan/ideological cues is likely to

decrease the complexity of a given issue, the primary reason I expect anger to have a

minimal impact on most policy positions is the inherent complexity of most important

policy domains and the accompanying lack of political knowledge held by the average

citizen (a likely prerequisite for holding meaningful preferences in complex policy do-

mains). The issues of health care reform and gun control both have what I would expect

to be relatively apparent partisan/ideological positions, but I have chosen to include

these so as not to stack the deck in favor of my hypothesis. For example, to more accu-

rately reflect the bounds of my argument, I could have asked subjects their preferences

regarding the export–import bank or net neutrality, but not only would I expect the treat-

ment to have no effect on those “preferences,” it would also be hard to imagine anything

but the most targeted and informative treatment (based on any set of hypotheses) to

have an impact on these “preferences.”

However, if a simple reading of the anger literature is in fact correct, contrary to my
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expectations, simple partisan interpretations of these issues would be bolstered and po-

tentially magnified by the increased certainty, the increased efficacy, and especially, the

increased heuristic processing associated with anger. It is my contention that if anger

exhibits no impact on subjects’ issue preferences for these policy domains laden with

partisan cues, then one might be able to infer that the complexity of these issues was

the limiting factor in anger’s impact. This contention will be bolstered if anger is shown

to have an impact on a simple issue like debt reduction.

For health care reform, subjects were asked:

When thinking about the federal government’s role in our health care sys-

tem, some people think that health care should be completely managed by the

federal government. Suppose these people are at one end of a scale, at point 0.

Others think that the federal government should play no role at all in the na-

tion’s health care system. Suppose these people are at the other end, at point

10.

And, of course, other people have opinions somewhere in between, at points

2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, or 9.

Where would you place YOURSELF on this scale?

Subjects were then asked the follow-up question, “How certain are you that your

preferred method of health care delivery will effectively address the nation’s health care

needs?” In many ways, this question is a gross simplification of health care policy, lim-

ited solely to the government’s level of involvement in the overall system. Still, by no
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means, a simple question.

For the gun control item, respondents were asked:

When thinking about gun control, some people think that people should

be allowed to have as many, and whatever kinds, of guns they want. Suppose

these people are at one end of a scale, at point 0. Others think that no one

should be allowed to own a gun of any kind. Suppose these people are at the

other end, at point 10.

And, of course, other people have opinions somewhere in between, at points

2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, or 9.

Where would you place YOURSELF on this scale?

Again, a follow-up question was asked to assess the degree of certainty that the sub-

ject attached to their position’s ability to effectively address the nation’s gun violence

problem.

For all three measures, responses were coded from 0 to 1 such that 1 indicated the

least compromising position (an original selection of 0 or 10) and 0 indicated a midpoint

selection (5). The remaining points of the scale were equally distributed between 0 and 1

with no directional concern with respect to the preferred policy. The certainty measure

was also re–coded to range from 0 to 1, where higher values indicate increased certainty.

In comparison, subjects appeared to take a more compromising position on debt

reduction (0.32) than they did on health care (0.42) or gun control (0.45). And despite

my initial expectation that debt reduction would be an easier issue than health care re-
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Table 2.2: Anger and Policy Experiment Dependent Variables Summary

Mean Standard Deviation
Debt 0.32 0.26
Debt Certainty 0.57 0.28
Health Care 0.42 0.30
Health Care Certainty 0.58 0.26
Gun Control 0.45 0.30
Gun Control Certainty 0.59 0.28

form or gun control, subjects appear to have been equally certain, on average, about

their preferred approaches to debt (0.57), health care (0.58), and gun control (0.59). We

will now turn to the results of the experiment to see whether these averages hide some

between group differences.

Results

As expected, of the three policy areas examined, the difference between treatment and

control group subjects only approaches a generously interpreted standard of statistical

significance on the debt reduction item. The mean debt reduction preference for treat-

ment group subjects was 0.36, compared with a mean score of 0.28 for control group

subjects (p=.10). The results for all three policy items are presented in Table 2.3.

In neither of the other two policy domains does anger produce a statistically signifi-

cant effect on policy preferences. The mean score for the health care item among treat-

ment group subjects was 0.42, compared to 0.43 for control group subjects (p=0.75); the

mean score for the gun control measure among control group subjects was 0.47, among

treatment group subjects it was 0.43 (p=0.98).

From a theoretical standpoint as established in the literature on anger, the possibility
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Table 2.3: Policy Preference Experimental Results

Debt Reduction Health Care Gun Control
Control Group Mean 0.28 0.43 0.47
Treatment Group Mean 0.36 0.42 0.43
n 134 134 134
p-value 0.10 0.75 0.98
Control Group Mean 0.31 0.43 0.46
Treatment Group Mean 0.31 0.42 0.43
n 381 381 381
p-value 0.99 0.74 0.44

Table 2.4: Policy Certainty Experimental Results

Debt Reduction Health Care Gun Control
Control Group Mean 0.54 0.57 0.61
Treatment Group Mean 0.61 0.60 0.57
n 134 134 134
p-value 0.18 0.62 0.32
Control Group Mean 0.54 0.58 0.59
Treatment Group Mean 0.55 0.58 0.57
n 381 381 381
p-value 0.51 0.96

existed that certainty could increase in the treatment group without an accompanying

change in policy preferences, but the results show no statistically significant effects of

treatment or control group assignment on certainty – as displayed in Table 2.4.

Discussion of the Experimental Results

These initial results appear to suggest that anger has little or no connection to an indi-

vidual’s policy preferences and in turn, a willingness or unwillingness to support a more

or less compromising position. Further, anger did not increase the certainty that sub-

jects attached to their preference, another pathway by which they may eschew the need

for compromise. The experiment showed a suggestive, though minimal effect on the

simple issue of debt reduction, but no effect on the more complex issues of health care
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and gun control.

The nature of these results are slightly ambiguous, however. If, in fact, anger has

no impact on policy preferences, as opposed to the circumscribed effect that I have

hypothesized, this is not damning for this research project. Recall that the motivating

force behind this initial research design is an interest in examining how citizens might

endorse compromise while electing representatives who eschew it. Looked at in this

light, the purpose of this first experiment was to decide whether or not one could dis-

count a direct connection between anger and policy preferences. Whether this effect is

non-existent, or extremely limited, is a matter of empirical and theoretical concern, but

in either case, the findings of this experiment can lead us to tentatively disregard the

expectation that the current research on anger would most lead one to expect: a direct

connection between anger and compromise through policy preferences.

One immediate and worthy concern is that these initial results are a function of

the sample. The logic of my argument dictates that it is citizens’ low levels of politi-

cal knowledge in conjunction with the complexity associated with most policy disputes

that makes anger unlikely to alter preferences. But it is also possible that the lower levels

of political engagement associated with a college sample would result in levels of polit-

ical knowledge so low that it is not the complexity of the issues, but the nature of the

sample that has led to these results.

Given that these results could either be interpreted as tepid support for my first hy-

pothesis, support for the proposition that anger lacks even a very narrowly defined con-
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nection to policy preferences, or that we can’t yet know because of the nature of the

sample, I turn next to nationally representative survey data that should alleviate the ag-

nosticism of the last interpretation and hopefully provide clarification between the first

two.

Research Design: 2012 Cooperative Congressional Election

Study

The 2012 CCES was a 54,535 person nationally stratified sample conducted by YouGov.

The participants were recruited in the Fall of 2012 and interviewed in two waves: a pre-

election wave in October and a post-election wave conducted during the two weeks after

the November Elections. The common content, asked of all 54,535 respondents includes

a number of standard (and some not so standard) political and demographic questions.

In addition to these common content questions, university research teams (about 30 in

all) purchased access to 1,000 person national samples. It is from the University of Texas

at Austin’s 1,000 person sample, taken prior to the election, that the survey research in

this and subsequent chapters is drawn (unless otherwise stated).

For the purpose of this analysis, three key sets of questions are of particular impor-

tance: a measure of emotions, the key dependent variables, and a set of alternative ex-

planations.

Since I will be returning to some of these measures in subsequent chapters, it is nec-

64



essary to describe them more fully at present.

To measure the key independent variable, anger, respondents were asked, “Generally

speaking, how do you feel about the way things are going in the country these days? Please

tell us how much you feel each of the following emotions.” Respondents were then ran-

domly presented with each of eight emotions (anger, disgust, outrage, fear, nervousness,

hope, pride, and happiness)5 and asked how much they feel each of those emotions: “ex-

tremely,” “very,” “somewhat,” “a little,” or “not at all.”

As with the experimental portion of this chapter, I did not expect each of the eight

emotions to capture discrete states. Hope, pride, and happiness may, but probably

aren’t, terribly distinct. The same is true of fear and nervousness. As is the case with

anger, disgust, and outrage.6 This proposition is easy enough to test with a factor analy-

sis, and in fact, a factor analysis on the eight emotions revealed three underlying factors:

one comprised of anger, disgust, and outrage; one comprised of fear and nervousness;

and one comprised of hope, pride, and happiness.7

Before simply assuming that there are three underlying factors, a quick and useful

way to check this assumption is with a scree plot. Scree plots display each eigenvalue

on the y-axis against the factor with which it is associated on the x-axis. By graphing

the eigenvalues in this fashion, their relative importance becomes apparent, and makes

5These are the same emotions as presented in the experiment described above.
6While disgust may in fact have distinct cognitive effects from that of anger – disgust is thought of as the

overwhelming and uncontrollable desire to remove oneself from a situation that is producing an aversive
physiological response – my belief is that for most people, disgust is understood as a feeling more akin to
outrage and anger. A belief that appears to be backed up in the following analyses.

7This principle components analysis relies on a varimax rotation method and extracts factors based on
eigenvalues greater than 1.
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Figure 2.2: Scree Plot of Emotion Battery (2012 CCES)

clear whether or not there are as many factors as there are items. Traditionally, the cut-

off point for factors is at the point of inflection.

While this is a simple and useful shorthand approach, as already stated, the results

of the factor analysis also confirm my expectations. Anger, outrage, and disgust; anxiety

and nervousness; and hope, pride, and hapinees each load on one of three unique fac-

tors. Given these results, I have combined the individual measures into three scales, one

each for anger (Æ=0.92), anxiety (Æ=0.85), and happiness (Æ=0.81), coded to range from

0 to 1, respectively, with higher values indicating a greater intensity of that emotion.

Table 2.5 displays some summary statistics for my key independent variable, anger,

along with the other summarized measures of emotion. It is interesting to note that

a similar pattern emerges to that shown in Table 2.1 at the beginning of this chapter,

composed of ANES data. With an incumbent Democrat in the White House, Republicans
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Table 2.5: Summary Statistics of Emotion Measures (2012 CCES)

Overall Dems. Reps.
Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Anger 0.56 0.33 0.41 0.31 0.73 0.27
Anxiety 0.48 0.30 0.38 0.27 0.62 0.28
Happiness 0.36 0.26 0.47 0.25 0.24 0.21

clearly express more anger (and anxiety) than their Democratic counterparts.

There are a handful of alternative hypotheses to anger when it comes to assessing

attitudes toward compromise. For example, partisan extremity may make an individual

take extreme positions, hold those positions more strongly, and discount the impor-

tance of compromise as the perceived distance increases between their ideal point and

the compromise outcome – to the extent that partisan strength is readily mapped onto

extreme, and less compromising policy positions.

The same logic likely explains the potential impact of ideological extremity, though

likely to a greater extent. While ideological extremity may too make an individual prefer

more extreme positions and, as the distance between one’s ideal point and a compro-

mise outcome increases, discount the importance of compromise, it is even more likely

that ideological extremity would increase the strength with which these positions are

held. If ideological thinking is associated with the existence of an overarching set of prin-

ciples that buttress one’s position, but also creates a unified connection between policy

preferences in different domains, this should strengthen the holding of a given position

based on the increased number of considerations one could bring to bear in holding

said preference. In sum, it is very reasonable to think that attitudes toward compromise

might be influenced by the partisan and/or ideological extremity of a citizen.
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To measure these two concepts, I have taken the standard 7-point party identifica-

tion and ideology measures and converted each into a partisan extremity and ideolog-

ical extremity scale. Midpoints on the original items were coded as 0, end points were

coded as 1, with the remaining points evenly distributed between the two.8

An additional consideration that may influence compromise attitudes is a respon-

dent’s level of education. It is reasonable to believe that individual’s with more educa-

tion are more likely to have been socialized to the political process, place a higher value

on the democratic system, and hold a greater understanding of the scope of the prob-

lems that government must address, and in turn, the value of compromise in achieving

policy solutions.

I am somewhat agnostic about how to code an education measure that ranges from

no high school to a graduate degree with four points of distinction in between. As a

reflection of this agnosticism, I have coded this measure similar to the others, with no

high school coded as 0, graduate education coded as 1, and the remaining scale points

evenly distributed between the two. I am not terribly concerned about whether or not

this effect is linear in nature, as my interest is not in elucidating the specific nature of

education’s impact on compromise. I am simply seeking to control for education given

my main measure of interest: emotion, and in particular, anger.

For the policy compromise measurement, I asked respondents their preferred method

8While there is some debate about the linearity or non–linearity of these measures, in particular par-
tisan identification, this remains unsettled. Absent clear instructions on how to proceed in using a non–
linear interpretation of these measures, this analytic update will have to await the results of further re-
search.
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of debt reduction on an 11-point scale where one end-point indicated reducing the debt

entirely through spending cuts and the other end-point indicated reducing debt entirely

through tax increases. I converted the 11-point scale into a 5-point scale in which higher

values indicated increasingly extreme, and in turn, less compromising positions. To as-

sess this, the particular question that respondents were asked was as follows:

In attempting to deal with our national debt, the federal government has two

basic options at its disposal: cutting spending and increasing revenue. Please

choose your preference for how lawmakers should reduce the debt on a 0-10

scale, where 10 indicates that you prefer that lawmakers reduce our debt en-

tirely through revenue increases, and 0 indicates that you prefer that lawmak-

ers reduce our debt entirely through spending cuts.

Subjects were again prompted to indicate the degree of certainty that they attached

to their preferred debt reduction method with the same item as described in the exper-

imental section. The mean of the debt reduction item was 2.04 (sd=1.42). The certainty

item had a mean 0.56 (sd=0.34).

In the model that I use for this analysis, I regress the respondent’s preferred policy

position on their level of anger, partisan extremity, ideological extremity, and educa-

tion.9 Or, more formally:

Debt Reduction = Ø0 + Ø1Anger + Ø2Partisan Extr. + Ø3Ideological Extr. + Ø4Education + "

9Given the nature of these items, another possible factor influencing opinion on debt reduction could
have been income, however, the inclusion of an income measure does not change the results or the per-
formance of any of the subsequent models, and therefore, has been excluded from the foregoing analysis.
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If anger is influencing one’s attitude, i.e. making their preference less compromising,

we would expect a positive coefficient. The same holds true for partisan and ideolog-

ical extremity as alternative hypotheses. Education should have a negative coefficient,

as education might lead one to see the value in a more compromising approach. Let us

now turn to the results.

Results

For this analysis, the debt reduction variable was coded to range from 0 to 5, where 5

indicates that a respondent took the least compromising position (reducing the debt

entirely through spending cuts or entirely through revenue increases) and 0 indicates

that they selected the midpoint (a 50-50 split between these two approaches).

One problem with this coding of the variable is the possibility that a midpoint re-

sponse on the initial item, transformed to represent the most compromising position,

could instead simply represent ambivalence, uncertainty, or indifference – not a pref-

erence for compromise. This could in fact be the case, as it is also possible that less

politically engaged respondents – those likely to be ambivalent, uncertain, or indiffer-

ent – are also less likely to express strong emotional reactions to politics. As such, the

presence of respondents selecting the midpoint and, in turn, the ‘compromising’ posi-

tion, without an accompanying emotional reaction to politics might bias these results

in favor of showing an effect of anger when in fact there is none. However, given that I

don’t expect anger to have a strong influence on policy positions, in a sense, this creates
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a harder test of my hypothesis. But nonetheless, results based on this configuration will

have to be interpreted with this consideration in mind.

Overall, the mean response of this variable was 2.0. For Democrats, the mean was

1.6 while for Republicans, it was 2.7 (p<.001). The mean response for self-identified

conservatives was 2.8, and for liberals it was 1.6 (p<.001). These differences by party and

ideology are not surprising or necessarily unexpected in the main given the prominence

that tax reduction has played as a policy goal in its own right for the Republican Party.

For the Democratic Party, tax increases, or revenue generation, is less a goal in its own

right than a means for achieving other policy goals, like an expanded social safety net.

Regardless of the origins of this difference, we need a fully specified model to exam-

ine the relationship between these individual factors and the ultimate policy preference,

including the impact of anger and education. Given that the debt reduction variable is

coded from 0 to 5, I will use OLS to estimate the model laid out above because it is robust

and arguably appropriate.

The results, presented in Table 2.6, provide evidence that increased anger is associ-

ated with a more extreme, or for the purposes of this research, less compromising debt

reduction preference. As a hypothetical respondent moves from least angry to most, we

can expect, roughly, a 1-point increase on the debt reduction scale (0.98 specifically)

(p<.001). In addition to anger, ideological extremity also increases the likelihood that

one will take a more extreme/less compromising position, but as one moves from least

to most extreme, the effect on one’s debt reduction preference is less than that for anger,

71



Table 2.6: Debt Reduction Model

Debt Reduction Model 1 Debt Reduction Model 2
Intercept 1.64§§§ 1.99§§§

(0.17) (0.22)
Anger 0.98§§§ 0.62§§

(0.17) (0.22)
Partisan Extremity °0.18 °0.16

(0.16) (0.16)
Ideological Extremity 0.61§§§ 0.67§§§

(0.16) (0.16)
Education °0.43§ °0.44§

(0.17) (0.18)
Anxiety 0.18

(0.23)
Hapiness °0.71§§

(0.25)
R2 0.09 0.11
Adj. R2 0.09 0.10
Num. obs. 682 643
RMSE 1.36 1.36
§§§p < 0.001, §§p < 0.01, §p < 0.05

0.61 (p<.001). Finally, increased education decreases the likelihood that one will take a

more extreme position. A hypothetical respondent with a post-graduate degree, as op-

posed to one with only some high school, will be expected to decrease their extremity

on the debt reduction measure by 0.43 points on the 5-point scale (p<.05).

In the second model, I also control for respondents’ levels of anxiety and happiness.

Anger remains a statistically significant factor in making one endorse a less compromis-

ing policy position (p<.01), as does ideological extremity (p<.001). Anxiety has no effect

on policy preferences (p=.45), while happiness made respondents more inclined to offer

a compromising policy position (p<.001).

While this seems to provide greater support for the notion that anger influences peo-

ple’s attitudes toward policy positions, the theoretical link between anger and a policy

position is not expected to be direct. For this reason, I also asked respondents their level
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of certainty about their preferred debt reduction method.

To consider whether one’s certainty acts as a mediator between anger and one’s pre-

ferred debt reduction preference, I estimated three models using the Baron and Kenny

(1986) approach. While estimating mediation models is a contentious (Bullock, Green

and Ha, 2010) and still developing area (Preacher, Rucker and Hayes, 2007; Shrout and

Bolger, 2002), I believe it is theoretically and statistically instructive for this analysis.

The results of this approach are displayed in Table 2.7. The first model is the same

as presented in Table 2.6. The second model regresses the respondent’s certainty on the

same set of explanatory factors. Certainty is coded to range from 0 and 1, where higher

values indicate increased certainty. In the case of this model, anger increases certainty

(p<.01), as does ideological extremity (p<.001) and education (p<.001). The purpose of

this second model is to see whether certainty can act as a potential mediator. If our key

explanatory variable did not impact certainty, then no mediation would be possible.

The Baron-Kenny approach relies on the notion that in the third model, the inclusion

of the mediator (respondent certainty) should have a statistically significant effect on the

dependent variable of interest and reduce the values of the other statistically significant

coefficients from their values in the first model (theoretically, close to zero).

In these results, it appears that the mediation model does not provide support for the

expectation that certainty mediates anger’s effect on the debt reduction measure. Anger

still has a positive and statistically significant impact on debt reduction preferences (re-

maining almost unchanged), as does ideological extremity and education. Certainty
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Table 2.7: Mediation Model

Debt Reduction Certainty Mediation
Intercept 1.64§§§ 0.36§§§ 1.26§§§

(0.17) (0.03) (0.18)
Anger 0.98§§§ 0.11§§ 0.95§§§

(0.17) (0.03) (0.17)
Partisan Extremity °0.18 0.01 °0.14

(0.16) (0.03) (0.15)
Ideological Extremity 0.61§§§ 0.12§§§ 0.52§§§

(0.16) (0.03) (0.15)
Education °0.43§ 0.17§§§ °0.59§§§

(0.17) (0.04) (0.17)
Certainty 0.89§§§

(0.17)
R2 0.09 0.06 0.13
Adj. R2 0.09 0.06 0.12
Num. obs. 682 931 682
RMSE 1.36 0.33 1.34
§§§p < 0.001, §§p < 0.01, §p < 0.05

also exhibits its own statistically significant effect.

Discussion of the Survey Results

The survey results provide some support for the premise that anger can influence pol-

icy positions, but of course, debt reduction was the issue that I had theorized to have

the greatest likelihood of being influenced by anger. The finding that political anger was

strongly correlated with an increased likelihood of expressing a non-compromising po-

sition, even when considered in light of other potential explanatory variables, provides

some support for my first hypothesis.

What is obviously missing from this analysis is measures of other, more complex

policy attitudes. Limited survey space precluded my ability to test other policy domains

with a national sample, but the results of the experimental analysis presented previously
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points to the likelihood that we wouldn’t have witnessed any effects if I were to have

expanded the policy domains under consideration.10

In fact, the mediation model’s failure to find a mediating impact for certainty re-

inforces my belief in this possibility. The modest increase in certainty associated with

the simplest of the policies tested in the experimental portion in conjunction with the

lack of support for its position as a mediator, makes it unlikely that anger would have in-

creased certainty for more complex policy domains. This points to anger influencing the

debt reduction preference through some increase in certainty, but more likely, through

an increase in the use of heuristic processing of information.

This possibility is both important, if that is in fact the route by which anger is chang-

ing policy preferences, but also worthy of further research.

Conclusion

When considered in tandem, the experimental and survey research contained in this

chapter do not seem to support a robust role for anger in explaining compromise atti-

tudes through changes in policy preferences. The survey results showed that higher lev-

els of anger were associated with less compromising policy preferences for debt reduc-

tion, and as extensively stated, debt reduction was expected to be a unique policy prob-

lem based on its low–dimensionality, clear trade-offs, and obvious partisan/ideological

cues. The experimental section of this chapter found limited support for anger’s direct

10A thorough examination of CCES and UT–Austin module survey items did not turn up any additional
items that might aid in informing this analysis.
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role in changing policy preferences with respect to the same debt reduction question,

and when extended to other, more complex policy domains, no relationship was found

to exist.

To begin the empirical portion of this work by examining a hypothesis that sets out

to limit the effect of what I have described as an important, but as yet understudied

political variable – anger – may appear an unusual decision. However, this was neces-

sary before moving on to explore the more complicated relationship that I argue exists

between anger and compromise.

A non-domain specific understanding of the research on anger’s cognitive conse-

quences might reasonably lead one to expect that angry citizens, fueled by increased

certainty and efficacy along with a decreased assessment of risk and accountability,

might espouse less compromising policy positions. This expectation is born out of re-

search from experimental economics detailing the effects that anger has on a subject’s

bargaining strategies. For example, it has been shown that those expressing anger in a

bargaining situation are perceived to have more extreme limits than those expressing

other emotions, and in turn, perform better in those situations (van Dijk et al., 2008;

van Kleef, De Dreu and Manstead, 2004). More proximate to the current research, anger

has been found to be the primary explanation for why bargaining partners tend to walk

away from ultimatum games when presented with what is perceived to be an unfair of-

fer, a major divergence from classical economic theory (Pillutla and Murnighan, 1996).

Anger too, in conjunction with low levels of compassion, has been shown to make ne-
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gotiators less aware of the priorities and interests of another party while also leading the

angry negotiator to seek a greater share of the gains for themselves (Allred et al., 1997).

The idea that mood might influence the processing of information with respect to nego-

tiations is codified in the Affect Infusion Model, with the finding that a balance in favor

of negative moods relative to positive ones decreases the likelihood of engaging in a co-

operative strategy and increases the likelihood of engaging in a competitive one (Forgas,

1998).

If a subject’s policy attitudes were to reflect the opening salvo or ideal point in a po-

tential bargaining situation, the research contained in this chapter would have had the

potential to provide an important step forward in understanding policy preferences, but

maybe more importantly, the process of political bargaining – because in bargaining sit-

uations, where one begins the process often determines the eventual outcome. But the

research presented in this chapter gives little indication that this is an accurate reflection

of individual policy preferences in the political space – whether or not one is angry.

Absent increasing the certainty that one attaches to their preferred policy, heuristic

processing of information could also lead angry citizens to endorse less compromising

policy preferences on average, if for no other reason than the increased use of partisan

cues that one should expect due to anger. But as discussed at length above, the infor-

mation necessary to allow for heuristic processing might only be available in a limited

number of policy disputes – and then only likely to be held by a subset of the citizenry.

Even when the information necessary for heuristic processing is available – in particular,
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partisan cues – the nature of many policy disputes is that they don’t easily avail them-

selves to a clear connection between those basic cues and the further conversion from

an already existing policy preference (should it exist) to a new attitude (whether a dif-

ferent policy preference on a continuous range, or even less likely, a new policy attitude

altogether).

Looked at from a broader perspective, the research in this chapter points to the con-

tinued importance of non-attitudes in the measurement of policy preferences in par-

ticular, but also in the study of politics more generally. It is already known that the low

levels of political information held by the average citizen is a factor that needs serious

consideration when examining or developing a theory of policy preferences (Althaus,

1998; Bartels, 2005; Gilens, 2001). Not surprisingly, the continued importance of parti-

san, ideological, and elite cues are necessary if one’s goal is to broadly understand the

political attitudes of the citizenry (e.g. Sniderman, Brody and Tetlock, 1991; Zaller, 1992).

This attention to the non-attitudes of citizens is not new nor my own, Zaller (1992,

308) emphasized in his canonical work “that individuals do not possess ‘true attitudes,’

in the usual technical sense of the term, on most political issues, but a series of consider-

ations that are typically rather poorly integrated.” More recently, Levendusky wrote that

“ordinary voters struggle to make sense of politics in any sort of abstract, ideological

terms, and they struggle to achieve coherence in their political worldview” Levendusky

(2009, 50). This is not to say that citizens don’t hold any real policy preferences, but it

is the case that much of the last two-plus decades of public opinion research takes as a
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matter of faith that mass opinion on public policy is more likely to be under-informed

or nonexistent than it is to be tangible and robust (for an alternative take see Page and

Shapiro, 1992).

While the importance of other, non-policy specific factors like partisanship, ideology

(broadly construed), and elite cues is hard to understate when it comes to our collective

understanding of mass political behavior, their overt importance when it comes to the-

ory development is often given shorter shrift in light of newer, sexier explanations (i.e.

treated as ‘controls’).

This chapter highlights the importance of not underestimating the centrality of what

are now treated as the baseline assumptions found in canonical research (e.g. Campbell

et al., 1960; Converse, 1964; Zaller, 1992) when looking to other disciplines for unique

findings that may help us to better understand the nature of politics (the basic purpose

of interdisciplinary research). Even if system I processes are to eventually take pride of

place in the study of mass political behavior in light of decades of research showing a

public unlikely to be able to make many explicit political cognitions given low interest

and even lower information, this doesn’t mean that one can lose sight of these impor-

tant findings. If anything, the future of this research requires a melding of what we do

know about what currently resides in the head, the ‘considerations’ to coin Zaller’s term,

and how their presence or absence may interact with the system I processes that are in-

creasingly being understood as central to our cognitive lives. The best work has made

use of the combination of these elements (again see Marcus, Neuman and Mackuen,
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2000), but the real connection between the two is often left more implicit than explicit,

something that I hope has not been a fault of the preceding chapter.

One limitation of the research collected in this chapter is the nature of the student

sample. A reasonable skeptic might ask whether we should expect the same or different

results in the experimental portion of this chapter if the sample had been made up of a

random selection of adults? This same skeptic, if seeking to defend a less nuanced inter-

pretation of the anger literature might argue that the survey results point to anger’s direct

connection to policy preferences, and that these results should outweigh the outcome

of the experiment given the differences between the samples. Two important consider-

ations caution me against agreeing with this interpretation of the results.

First, the construction of the policy items, and in particular, the follow–up questions

on certainty, were specifically designed to disentangle the causal pathway from anger to

a policy preference based on the extant literature. The fact that there was little evidence

that certainty was acting as a mediator between anger and policy preferences reintro-

duces the fundamental problem with the logic of this expectation: increased certainty is

likely limited by the prevalent existence of high degrees of uncertainty about the specifics

of politics. As I have already written at length about the nature and expected scope of

that uncertainty with respect to policy preferences, the results contained herein do not

lead me to reexamine that set of expectations.

In addition, an intentional choice was made to ask subjects to place themselves on a

continuum in evaluating the policy items so as to allow subjects/respondents the easiest
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path to increasing the extremity of their policy preference (from the midpoint), and in

turn, espouse a less compromising policy position. Even when presented with policies

that have clear partisan cues and this continuous set of response options, the experi-

mental work found little evidence of a direct connection between anger and the subject’s

ultimate decision.

This leads to the second important consideration. The relationship found in the sur-

vey work is a measure of correlation and not causation. Experiments are the best tool

that one has for approximating a causal pathway. And as the discussion above and in the

preceding portions of this chapter hopefully illustrate, the experiment was conducted so

as to find an effect if one exists. In interpreting these results in concert, this author’s in-

terpretation is the inverse of the skeptic’s question as laid out above: should the results

of the survey be discounted because of the fact that the experimental portion did not

fully endorse the same conclusion?

Given my hypothesis, it should come as no surprise that I believe the answer to lie

somewhere in the middle. Anger likely influences policy preferences, and in turn, peo-

ple’s willingness to endorse compromise, but only in a limited number of domains

I have already stated my agnosticism regarding the relative balance of features nec-

essary to allow anger to influence policy preferences, but further research might seek to

better elucidate whether anger’s influence on policy might be conditional on the nature

of the policy dispute, and in particular, on the specific elements of the policy dispute

that might act as necessary conditions for anger to have an effect.
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For the research that follows, the key conclusion from this chapter is that a simple

reading of the literature on anger’s cognitive consequences, one that leads to an expec-

tation of a direct effect on policy positions, and through this effect, an explanation of

why citizens endorse compromise while elected officials behave in ways that hinder it,

is not the route by which this contradiction will be explained.

It is that explanation that I turn to next.
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3. Anger and Compromise: The Importance of Action

Introduction

In the preceding chapter, it was shown that anger’s influence on policy preferences is

sufficiently limited to discount it as a primary reason for why citizens might endorse po-

litical compromise while continuing to support elected officials who don’t. Having set

aside this attractive, potential explanation, our attention will now be turned to where

I expect anger to have its greatest influence on attitudes toward political compromise:

an increased propensity among angry citizens to negatively evaluate politicians who be-

haviorally engage in compromise.

Procedures are particularly important when it comes to law–making because there

are a number of intricate steps involved in the parliamentary rules of any legislative

body. More broadly, procedures are established or official ways of doing something,

and while much of the behavior that has been so maligned by political commentators

for its deleterious effects on compromise (e.g. the filibustering of basic parliamentary

motions) is not the official way of doing things, many of these practices have become

83



established and accepted modes of behavior. This is evidenced in the expectation that

for almost anything of substance to be passed in the U.S. Senate, 60 votes will be needed

in place of a simple majority.

Norms, on the other hand, are standards, expectations, or patterns of social behavior

that are typically expected of, and applied to, a group. In this case, that group is elected

officials, and the norm under examination is the perception that compromise plays an

important role in the functioning of the political system.

The distinction between these two is a fine, but important one. Attitudes toward the

behavioral manifestations of compromise exist at a lower level of abstraction,1 and re-

late to expectations and evaluations about the real actions of elected officials in relation

to their capacity to bring about or inhibit compromise. Normative attitudes are about

perceived standards, and part of their abstraction lies in the space between endorsing

the norm, and how that normative endorsement might translate into the action of a

third party operating in a complex environment that fulfills that normative expectation.

I have argued that the knowledge requirements are likely too great to translate a nor-

mative expectation into a concrete, though still abstract, behavioral expectation in the

political realm. This knowledge might encompass, but is not limited to, a citizen holding

deep knowledge about both the political process and the range of potential actions for a

given legislator (not to mention the choice or choices already made by a legislator from

among a set behaviors). This knowledge seems necessary if one is seeking to align past

or future behavior with a broad normative expectation.

1Though procedure is still abstract to most citizens – as noted in the opening chapter.
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Stated concisely, this lack of a clear connective pathway to other relevant attitudes

likely isolates the normative consideration from the kind of emotional contamination I

hypothesize exists for an individual’s behavioral preferences.

Here, it is important to remember that anger, unlike other, negatively valenced emo-

tions, occurs in the part of the brain that is associated with an approach motivation

(other than anger, emotions associated within this geography of the brain are all posi-

tively valenced). In the main, if some stimulus produces a positive emotion, the result-

ing brain activity leads an individual to approach that stimulus. Inversely, negatively

valenced emotions are often associated with some aversive stimulus, and likewise, the

resulting brain activity leads an individual to withdraw from that negative stimulus.

Anger, as noted in the first chapter, at its most basic level, is an emotion designed

to aid an individual in changing an aversive situation in the short–run. As we’ve already

discussed, this involves an increased sense of efficacy and certainty, a decreased sense

of risk, and a greater reliance on heuristic, or System 1 processing.

The research in this and the subsequent chapter will show that, at least in the domain

of politics, the assertive behavioral orientation associated with anger is translated to the

expectations and evaluations that individuals place on representatives chosen to act in

their stead.

As a reminder, the primary contradiction motivating the current research is to be

found in the observation that citizens espouse a preference for compromise while still

electing enough representatives who eschew it to have a noticeable impact on the pro-
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cess of governing. I have proposed that political anger can help to explain this para-

dox through its ability to influence these behavioral expectations and evaluations while

leaving the normative ones, so often lauded in political speeches, mourned by political

observers, and asked about in public opinion surveys, untouched. Or, more formally:

H2: Angry individuals will value the norm of compromise as much as non–

angry individuals.

H3: Angry individuals will support behavioral compromise by their repre-

sentatives less than non–angry individuals.

To examine these hypotheses, I utilize an experimental approach. Let us now turn to

the design and results of that experiment.

Data and Experimental Research Design

The following experiment was conducted in the Spring of 2014 on 716 undergradu-

ate students at the University of Texas at Austin taking an online introductory course

in American government. The experiment was administered using Qualtrics survey

software. The students were provided with brief instructions and a link to the survey,

at which point they were given a week to complete the experiment for nominal extra

credit.2

2The same caveats about the problems of conducting an experiment online still apply to this round
of analyses. 345 subjects were removed based on the same procedures as those described in chapter 2,
leaving 371 subjects in the final analysis. Again, no notable differences emerged between those subjects
included in the final analysis when compared with those subjects who were excluded.
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The experimental set-up with regards to treatment (anger) and control (no anger)

conditions is the same as that described in Chapter 2, and as with that experiment, sub-

ject ratings of their own levels of anger, disgust, and outrage all loaded on a single anger

factor (Æ=0.95); fear and nervousness loaded on a single anxiety factor (Æ=0.82); and

hope, pride, and happiness loaded on a final happiness factor (Æ=0.85).

The differences in emotional ratings by treatment and control condition indicate

that the treatment had the intended effect. The emotion measures were scaled to range

from 0 to 1, where 1 indicated a greater feeling of that emotion. The mean anger score

for subjects in the treatment condition was 0.56, compared with a mean of 0.08 in the

control condition (p<.001). Not surprisingly, subjects in the treatment condition were

also slightly more likely to express a higher degree of anxiety. The mean anxiety level

of those in the treatment group was 0.45, compared with a mean of 0.27 in the control

group (p<.001). Also not entirely surprising, subjects in the control condition expressed

more hope than those in the treatment condition. The mean hope score for control

group subjects was 0.50, while the mean hope score for those in the treatment group

was 0.23 (p<.001).

After extensive pilot testing, three items were selected to measure normative atti-

tudes toward compromise and three items were selected to measure behavioral evalu-

ations of compromise.3 For each of the statements, subjects were asked whether they

“strongly agree,” “somewhat agree,” “somewhat disagree,” or “strongly disagree.” The

responses were coded from 0 to 3 such that higher scores indicate a negative attitude

3The six items were randomly presented to subjects.
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toward compromise. The three normative statements were as follows:

• Compromise is necessary to maintain a functioning government.

• Compromise is necessary if we’re going to get anything done in politics.

• Compromise among politicians shows political skill.

Each of these statements is intended to assess a subject’s attitude toward the ab-

stract value of compromise. To agree with each of the statements in turn is to endorse

the notion that compromise is required for a government to function, to achieve things

(broadly), and is indicative of skill among a group of politicians (note, for this last item,

that one could endorse this idea of skillfulness without endorsing its application in be-

havior).

The three items measuring attitudes toward the behavioral manifestations of com-

promise were as follows:

• Compromise by a politician illustrates incompetence.

• Elected officials who compromise on their positions show weakness and deserve to

lose reelection.

• The politician who compromises only cares about advancing their career.

These behavioral manifestation items are still abstract, but less so when compared

with the normative considerations. In each of the statements, a clear agent of compro-

mise exists in the form of politicians or elected officials as a whole. What binds these
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Table 3.1: Normative and Behavioral Measures of Compromise

Mean SD
Compromise is necessary to maintain a functioning government 0.58 0.71
Compromise is necessary if we’re going to get anything done in politics 0.69 0.75
Compromise among politicians shows political skill 0.82 0.68
Compromise by a politician illustrates incompetence 0.73 0.80
Elected officials who compromise on their positions deserve to lose reelection 0.93 0.81
The politician who compromises only cares about advancing their career 1.07 0.75

statements together is their evaluative nature, and in particular, an evaluation of elected

officials who actually act out compromise. In contrast with the normative battery, where

compromise was linked to the abstract functioning of government or a notion of skill,

here, the behavioral battery links politicians to the action of compromise, and asks, ba-

sically, whether politicians who engage in compromise should be negatively evaluated or

even punished.

As Table 3.1 illustrates, subjects did not, on average, express opinions notably nega-

tive towards either the normative or the behavioral concept of compromise. The ques-

tion to address is whether anger influences these evaluative questions in the expected,

negative direction (H3) while also leaving the normative considerations unmolested

(H2).

Results

As a reminder, through random assignment, roughly half the subjects were induced to

anger through a vignette describing an unreasonable teaching assistant while the other

half were asked to innocuously describe some of their daily activities. The manipula-

tion check showed that anger was significantly and substantively higher in the treatment
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condition than it was in the control condition, but so too (at least significantly) was anx-

iety. Hope was also higher in the control condition.

After pilot testing, two batteries of questions were selected, one intending to tap into

people’s attitudes toward the normative elements of political compromise, the other as-

sessing attitudes toward the behavioral manifestations of political compromise. Let us

begin with the behavioral items.

Table 3.2 provides the results for the behavioral manifestation attitudes. Higher means

indicate a greater likelihood to discount the value of compromise, and the results show

that subjects in the treatment condition were, in fact, more inclined to discount com-

promise than those in the control condition. Result for the first statement, “Compromise

by a politician illustrates incompetence” are shown in Column I of Table 3.2. The mean

score for treatment group subjects was 0.82, compared with a mean of 0.55 for control

group subjects (p<.001). For the second statement, “Elected officials who compromise

on their positions show weakness and deserve to lose reelection”, presented in Column II

of Table 3.2, treatment group subjects exhibited a mean score of 1.06, compared with a

mean score of 0.79 for control group subjects (p=.001). Finally, for the third item, “The

politician who compromises only cares about advancing their career”, presented in Col-

umn III of Table 3.2, the mean for treatment group subjects was 1.15 while the mean for

control group subjects was 0.96 (p=.013).

The results presented in Table 3.2 clearly demonstrate that anger has a negative im-

pact on individual evaluations of elected officials who engage in compromise, but does
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Table 3.2: Behavioral Compromise Items

I II III
Control Group Mean 0.55 0.79 0.96
Treatment Group Mean 0.82 1.06 1.15
n 368 370 369
p-value <0.001 <0.001 0.013
Control Group Mean 0.72 0.90 1.06
Treatment Group Mean 0.74 0.95 1.07
n 708 711 711
p-value 0.72 0.39

Table 3.3: Normative Compromise Items

I II III
Control Group Mean 0.52 0.69 0.94
Treatment Group Mean 0.61 0.72 0.83
n 369 370 368
p-value 0.221 0.713 0.19
Control Group Mean 0.61 0.68 0.85
Treatment Group Mean 0.55 0.69 0.80
n 711 712 710
p-value 0.23 0.78

it also affect their normative attitudes toward compromise?

Table 3.3 displays the results for the normative battery. The first item, presented in

Column I, asked subjects their level of agreement with the following statement, “Com-

promise is necessary to maintain a functioning government.” As a reminder, higher val-

ues indicate a negative attitude towards compromise. For this item, treatment group

subjects exhibited a mean of 0.61, while control group subjects had a mean of 0.52

(p=.221). For the second statement, presented in Column II, “Compromise is necessary

if we’re going to get anything done in politics”, the treatment group mean was 0.72 and

the control group mean was 0.69 (p=.713). Finally, for the third statement presented in

Column III, “The politician who compromises only cares about advancing their career”,

the treatment group mean was 0.83 compared to a control group mean of 0.94 (p=.19)

So while the inducement to anger clearly influenced subjects’ behavioral evalua-
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Table 3.4: Summary Item Results

Overall Normative Behavioral
Control Group Mean 0.74 0.72 0.76
Treatment Group Mean 0.86 0.72 1.01
n 363 367 366
p-value 0.03 0.99 <.001
Control Group Mean .80 0.71 0.89
Treatment Group Mean .80 0.68 0.92
n 702 709 705
p-value 0.85 0.42

tions of compromising politicians, it did not influence their broader attitudes toward

the norm of compromise.

But of course, it is possible that what has been presented thus far is not really an ac-

curate assessment of two distinct concepts, and that instead, what I am really (messily)

testing are different measures of one underlying attitude toward political compromise.

To test for this possibility, I performed a principal component factor analysis with vari-

max rotation on the six items in the preceding analysis. Two distinct factors emerged

from this analysis, one containing the items from the behavioral evaluations battery

(Æ=0.73) and one containing the items from the normative battery (Æ=0.77). Table 3.4

displays the resulting difference of means tests for each of these batteries combined

into a single measure, and a summary measure including all six items (each are scored

to range from 0 to 1, where a higher value indicates a preference against compromise).

Overall, the treatment group had a slightly higher mean score (0.86) than the control

group (0.74) for the summary measure (p=.03). However, much, if not all, of this can be

attributed to the behavioral items. For the normative items, the treatment group mean

was 0.72, the same as for the control group mean (p=.99). For the behavioral items, the
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treatment group mean was 1.01 while the control group mean was 0.76 (p<.001).

Therefore, the results presented in the first Column of Table 3.4 suggesting overall

mean differences in compromise attitudes between treatment and control group sub-

jects is clearly an artifact of the effect that anger has on behavioral attitudes, and not a

function of any effect on normative considerations. These results, in turn, provide sup-

port for Hypotheses 2 and 3.

Discussion

The results presented in this chapter provide strong support for Hypotheses 2 and 3.

Subjects made to feel angry expressed attitudes that should lead some politicians to

think twice before compromising, but did not decrease subjects’ likelihood of support-

ing the normative value of compromise.

A worthwhile question to discuss at present is whether or not the measures that I

have proposed are truly accurate reflections of the concepts that I am considering? This

is an important question, and my own skepticism requires me to examine the logic of

these measures. The potential misalignment of concepts and measures, in my view,

resides primarily in the behavioral battery, not the normative one. Each of the normative

measures taps into broad considerations about government, and the importance that

compromise plays in its functioning, or the skill that it shows among its participants.

None refers to particular actions of legislators, nor to the potential trade–offs inherent

in compromise.
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The behavioral evaluation items bring to the foreground the actions of particular leg-

islators, but also bring into consideration the positions that these legislators are likely to

express on one’s behalf. This is especially clear in the items that mention politicians

who “compromise on their positions” and compromise as incongruent with “compe-

tence.” Placing compromise in direct competition with policy goals is, I believe, the

most accurate and realistic measure of attitudes toward the behavioral manifestations

of compromise.

First, as stated previously, procedures are likely abstract or entirely unknown to most

citizens, if not as abstract as norms. The crux of the difference in these sets of items is

that the normative battery asks of subjects if compromise is a good thing in government,

while the behavioral battery asks subjects if compromise is worthy for a politician to

engage in when put into direct conflict with “positions” or what they think “is best for

the country.” If someone doesn’t support these latter propositions, then they don’t really

support their legislator engaging in the behaviors of compromise. This, I believe, really

captures the essence of the action of compromise: whether one supports giving up their

most preferred policy position for the purpose of addressing a policy problem.

A second important consideration to remember if calling into question the validity of

the behavioral compromise battery, is that knowledge of the specifics of compromise is

likely very low. An alternative approach to the items that I have presented might focus on

attitudes toward specific behaviors that could inhibit compromise (e.g. the filibustering

of judicial nominees, the use of procedural motions to delay action, the use of looming
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legislative deadlines as a tactic to ransom greater concessions from the other side, etc.).

This is where I return again to my theoretical approach, one that expects citizens to

hold under–informed, or even non–existent, attitudes towards the specific procedures

of government operations. Anger leads an individual to act in a way that they believe

(or think they know) will change the aversive situation at present. Just as I do not expect

this to occur at the level of the specifics of policy (as shown in chapter 2), I too do not

think that this effect exists at the level of specific behavioral actions, but instead at the

slightly more abstract level of compromise in competition with values, preferences, or

policy goals that an individual thinks are best for the country, and in turn, an evaluation

of a representative’s behavior on these fronts.

So while the items presented in this chapter do have their limitations, I think that

they are consistent with the theoretical approach presented throughout this research

and are also reasonable approximations of the concepts as I have described them (in

addition to how I think they exist in reality). Further research may seek to test the validity

of these propositions, both the low level of attitudinal conceptualization surrounding

the specific procedural elements of compromise, but also anger’s potential influence on

these more proximate attitudes.

Another worthy criticism of the preceding research is the limited substantive sig-

nificance of the findings. The overarching conclusion of these results could rightly be

interpreted as showing that people are not especially inclined to eschew compromise

under any condition.
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However, I would argue that the results presented herein represent a conservative

test of my hypotheses for two reasons. The first reason has to do with internal features

of the experiment, the second with the mechanics of how, but especially whom, I would

expect anger to influence in the population.

Since this experiment was conducted on a student sample, it is likely that two pro-

cesses are occurring at once: (1) increasing subject anger level (for those in the treat-

ment condition) and (2) providing subjects with statements that tap into what I would

expect to be largely underdeveloped attitudes. I think it would be fair to expect that

younger people hold relatively positive attitudes toward compromise due to their cur-

rent social or recent situation (likely a shared household with family or friends and/or

the educational context they find themselves), often requiring some degree of collabora-

tion among a diverse set of individuals for classroom work or in extracurricular activities.

At the same time, I would expect student attitudes towards how politicians should con-

duct themselves to be rather ill-formed compared to the general population, and likely

dominated in the current research by the more familiar concept of compromise. Anger’s

ability to shift these attitudes, if only a little, could be interpreted as rather impressive

given the limitations of the sample.

At the same time, in thinking about the general population, political emotion is

known to be felt to a greater extent among those who are most politically engaged, a

group largely distinctive from a student sample, both in their likelihood to have and ex-

hibit clear attitudes about the behavior of elected officials, but also in their likelihood
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to participate in the political process, especially, though not limited to, the nomination

of candidates. Not only should further research extend this approach to a represen-

tative population with a survey experiment and emotion measures similar to the ones

discussed in the first chapter, but that research should focus on the subset of subjects

who are most interested and engaged in politics to see whether, as expected, the effects

are greater among those more likely to have a substantive impact on the selection of a

party’s nominees.

Conclusion

While there has been a slow, but clear and steady movement away from valence-based

understandings of emotions’ effects on political cognition to a discrete emotional ap-

proach, one particularly important theory that has lagged this trend is motivated rea-

soning.

As already discussed, there is evidence for automatic affective arousal in both po-

litical science (Lodge and Taber, 2005; Erisen, Lodge and Taber, 2014) and in psychol-

ogy (Zajonc, 1984). The “affective contagion” of the emotions aroused by one’s initial

processing of political information are then expected to affect the motivated reason-

ing (Taber, Cann and Kucsova, 2009; Lodge, Taber and Weber, 2006; Burdein, Lodge and

Taber, 2006; Morris et al., 2003; Lodge and Taber, 2005; Erisen, Lodge and Taber, 2014)

that increasingly looks to be a major part of political judgements. Theories of motivated

reasoning argue that through hot cognition, individuals, upon encountering a political
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object, schematically bring to mind some or many related cognitive objects. Primary

among these due to the primacy of affective information discussed earlier are affective

tags associated with the attitude object(s). These affective tags then influence the subse-

quent processing of information in an expected manner based on prior research on the

cognitive consequences of emotions. This understanding is consistent with psychol-

ogy’s understanding of motivated reasoning, which has demonstrated that the nexus of

this process is at the state in which information is encoded (Kunda, 1990).

However, I would argue that the major limitation with the current conceptualization

of motivated reasoning lies in its continued reliance on emotional valence as a primary

driver of the phenomenon, and not on discrete emotions. While some emotions that

share a valence might share similar consequences through their impact on motivated

reasoning, they need not, and they need not share the same valence even if they do.

For example, enthusiasm and anger are associated with approach motivations and a

continuation of one’s current behavior, but they are clearly not similarly valenced. Like-

wise, but more importantly for this point, fear is expected to lead one to reconsider their

current behavior and seek out more information, but it is also negatively valenced, like

anger (Groenendyk and Banks, 2014). How are we to reconcile these differences?

We are quite aware that different discrete emotions play different roles in influenc-

ing cognitive processing, and valence alone cannot capture these differences. Those

who study motivated reasoning are just beginning to touch on this distinction, as it has

been found that upon encountering a large amount of attitude–incongruent informa-
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tion, the eventual tipping point is motivated by anxiety (Redlawsk, Civettini and Em-

merson, 2010).

The research contained in this chapter points to the importance of thinking very

carefully about the role of discreet emotions in this process. And in particular, the spe-

cific linkages between a given emotion and a given political outcome.

In this chapter, evidence was presented illustrating the nature of the relationship be-

tween anger and attitudes toward political compromise. We saw that anger’s influence

was, like anger’s behavioral consequences, more about actions than about deep con-

templation. It was shown that it is fruitful to think about compromise in two distinct

dimensions, one normative, one behavioral. While broad attitudes toward the norm of

compromise remained unadulterated in the the presence of anger, attitudes about the

behavioral manifestations of compromise changed, with those induced to anger more

likely to denigrate elected officials that engage in compromise.

In sum, when angry, citizens show low regard for legislators who actually engage in

compromise, but whether they will actually support legislators who promise to inhibit

compromise is the topic we turn to next.
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4. Anger and Candidate Selection: In Search of a Candidate

Who Feels Like Me

Introduction

The existence of candidates campaigning against Washington, D.C. – whether or not

they are an incumbent part of it – is nothing new. Despite the continued prominence of

campaign rhetoric whose goal is to distinguish politicians from the politics of the Capitol

city, a key power of institutions is found in their capacity to socialize new members to

the process of lawmaking – if not also the professional costs of participating in flagrant

obstructionism. And while the binary classifications of elected representatives and their

opponents, whether as insiders and outsiders or the establishment and the insurgents,

is not new, these descriptors – especially the latter – now appear to have supplanted

the favored geographic descriptor of old: inside the beltway and outside the beltway.

This beltway–centric description was for many years a common set of labels for political

commentators trying to make sense of this quotidian political rhetoric that sought to
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denigrate the institutions of government.

While it is tempting to consider these various confrontational descriptions as one in

the same, the shift from the language of geography to the language of revolution seems

more than a harmless rhetorical choice. The underlying proposition when someone

denigrates an elected official’s lack of interest in what goes on outside the beltway is the

notion that this politician or group of politicians doesn’t care about the preferences of

ordinary citizens, nor about the implications of their policies for the mass public. In

many ways, this concern is a reasonable one.

The description of candidates and professional politicians as belonging to either the

establishment, on the one hand, or as part of an insurgency, on the other, is a funda-

mentally different proposition. Taking on the label of insurgency necessarily requires a

rejection of ‘establishment’ approaches, including, but not limited to, the ways in which

an institution has tended to foster lawmaking.

The potential power of insurgency rhetoric when compared to geographic rhetoric is

made all the more apparent when considered in light of the fact that Fenno’s initial ob-

servation occurred before the ramifications of a reformed nominating system could be

perceived and understood. While any candidate participating in a party primary can po-

tentially paint oneself as connected with, and representing, the interests of those outside

Washington, taking on the mantle of insurgency requires rhetoric explicit about which

established practices one will eschew, change, or abolish if elected. If already an incum-

bent, remaining an insurgent requires concrete examples of one’s rebellion to maintain
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that status.

Returning again to the low, average level of sophistication at which most mass polit-

ical thinking likely takes place, I would expect that nothing less than the most obvious

shows of insurgency will satisfy both the needs and the understanding of a party’s most

committed, engaged, and emotional voters. Statements of insurgency are purposive if

that is all one has (say, for a challenger), but actions are of particular importance when

thinking about anger, an emotion described earlier as behaviorally assertive.

Texas Senator Ted Cruz has already been discussed extensively, so let’s turn to an ex-

ample of another Texas politician, Lieutenant Governor Dan Patrick. Patrick used the

rhetoric of insurgency in a crowded GOP primary field containing the incumbent lieu-

tenant governor and two statewide officeholders in addition to Patrick, a State Sena-

tor at that time, but what really distinguished Patrick as the most conservative, grass-

roots, insurgent choice in deep red Texas was a controversial ‘nay’ vote on a budget bill

that he helped craft in a legislature dominated by conservatives. Senate Finance Chair-

man Tommy Williams (R-The Woodlands) took some pleasure in attempting to explain

Patrick’s turnaround from being deeply involved in the budget process to his eventual

no vote, writing, in part:

[Patrick’s] unannounced opposition to the final version of Senate Bill 1 was a

betrayal of every member of the finance committee who worked in good faith

to prepare this budget. I can only conclude he was looking for an excuse to

distance himself from our good work to advance his own political interests.
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Many Texas observers simply shrugged, noting that Patrick was taking his directions

from the playbook of Ted Cruz, an insurgent’s insurgent who had made grand actions

a central part of his strategy. After winning the Lieutenant Governorship, Patrick made

good on his insurgent’s rhetoric, proposing and passing a number of structural changes

to the ways in which the Texas government has traditionally operated, from an adjust-

ment of a 2/3 requirement to bring legislation to the Senate floor, to the reclassification

of tax cuts so as not to count against a predetermined spending cap. So far, Patrick has

not only sought to capitalize on the rhetoric of insurgency, but he has already made mul-

tiple attempts to materialize that insurgency in changes to the institution he has been

chosen to lead.

This is not to say that all angry voters want insurgents representing them, or that

all insurgents represent angry voters by definition (though the latter is probably true).

The broader point is that anger is about action, and while the elevation of the rhetoric

of insurgency provides a ready outlet for this anger, and requires action in turn, it by no

means is a requirement for anger to influence the process of lawmaking. Normative con-

cerns about the combination of insurgency rhetoric and anger will be further discussed

in the closing section of this chapter.

The question that this chapter will now turn to is whether anger is associated with

support of candidates who establish as part of their identity a promise of actions that

would inhibit compromise. To answer this question, we will look at survey and experi-

mental data, the latter of which we will now turn.
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Data and Experimental Research Design

The following experiment was conducted in the Fall of 2014 on 822 undergraduate stu-

dents at the University of Texas at Austin taking an online introductory course in Amer-

ican government. The experiment was administered using Qualtrics survey software.

The students were provided with brief instructions and a link to the survey, at which

point they were given a week to complete the experiment for nominal extra credit.1

The initial experimental manipulation was the same as that described in Chapters 2

and 3. Subjects were randomly assigned to a treatment (anger) or a control (no anger)

condition. In the treatment condition, subjects were asked to visualize a situation based

on a vignette describing an unreasonable teaching assistant. In the control, they were

asked to write in some detail about a few activities they had completed that day.

Again, immediately after the experimental manipulation, respondents were asked

the degree to which they were feeling each of the following emotions: anger, outrage,

disgust, anxiety, nervousness, hope, pride, and happiness. The results of a factor analy-

sis again confirmed that anger, outrage, and disgust all loaded on a single ‘anger’ factor

(Æ=0.94); that anxiety and nervousness loaded on a single ‘anxiety’ factor (Æ=0.79); and

that hope, pride, and happiness all loaded on a single ‘happiness’ factor (Æ=0.82).

In checking for the veracity of the manipulation, I will use these combined measures,

coded to range from 0 to 1, where a higher score indicates a greater intensity of that emo-

1117 subjects were excluded from analysis based on the criteria for exclusion outlined in Chapter 2,
leaving 705 subjects in the final analyses.
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tion. The mean anger score for treatment group subjects was 0.69, compared with 0.12

for control group subjects (p<.001). Again, treatment group subjects were more inclined

to feel anxious (0.41) than were control group subjects (0.30), and this difference, though

smaller than that for anger, was statistically significant (p<.001). Finally, subjects in the

control condition were happier than those in the treatment group. The mean happiness

score for the former was 0.49, while for the latter, it was 0.19 (p<.001).

The second manipulation (presented below) is intended to take what has been learned

thus far about anger and political compromise and test whether it can be extended

beyond abstract evaluations of the behavioral manifestations of political compromise

to potential candidate support based on their compromise rhetoric. After being ran-

domly assigned to the treatment and control conditions, subjects were again randomly

assigned to read one of two articles about a special election to replace an outgoing State

Senator in the Texas Legislature. The article was made to replicate an article that would

appear in the online news outlet, The Texas Tribune. Focusing on a state–level, special

election provided the additional benefit of filtering subjects into a race made up of only

Democratic, or only Republican candidates – a not uncommon occurrence in many of

Texas’ expertly drawn, and overwhelmingly safe districts. By filtering subjects based on

their partisanship to candidates identically described save their party affiliation, the in-

tention was to purge the final results of the overwhelming effect of partisanship. Addi-

tionally, examining an intra-party contest between two candidates only distinguishable

by their tone towards compromise allowed for a better examination of the key dynamic

105



under analysis.

Subjects were therefore presented with an article headlined, “SD-4 Race Offers Clear

Alternatives,” which included the following text:

In the upcoming special election to replace state Sen. Tommy Williams, R-

The Woodlands, two [Republican / Democratic] candidates are looking to

prove to Senate District 4 voters that they are the right kind of candidate

for the district.

Williams, who chaired the powerful Senate Finance Committee and had held

the seat since 2003, left last year to become the Texas A&M University Sys-

tem’s new vice chancellor of federal and state relations. The candidates look-

ing to succeed him include two political newcomers, both businessmen,

Tom Willis and John White.

Willis has said that if elected, he will compromise with [Democrats / Republi-

cans] because “addressing problems is more important than ideological pu-

rity.” White, on the other hand, has said that he [will, “fight doggedly for his

principles,” even if it means getting less done than he would like. / is, “more

than willing to make passing legislation extremely difficult for both parties if

that’s what it takes to represent the principles of my constituents.”] It will be

up to the voters to decide which kind of candidate better reflects District 4.

The experiment is therefore a 2x2 factorial design in which subjects reside either in

the treatment (anger) or control (no anger) condition, and are then presented with a
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choice between two candidates. In both articles, the subject has the option of selecting

a compromising candidate, but depending on the random assignment, are either pre-

sented with an uncompromising candidate who says that he is willing to fight doggedly,

even if it means less production, and another uncompromising candidate who goes

even further, forecasting that he “will make passing legislation extremely difficult...”.

The set-up of this experiment is necessarily a tough test of my hypothesis. First, find-

ing a connection between an emotional manipulation and candidate selection is a rea-

sonably difficult endeavor. Second, and more to the point, to distinguish between two

candidates who are both unwilling to compromise in a meaningful way is challenging.

Both candidates thus rely on their principles (or those of their constituents) in making

the case to the voters, what differs is that while one is simply resigned to the possibility

that this might result in less legislation, the other is explicit about his willingness to grind

the process to a halt if necessary. These different approaches aren’t meant to test the es-

chewal of the normative value of compromise, which I’ve already demonstrated is not

an object of anger’s effects, but rather, to see whether anger can interact in a pro–active

way with the promises of the potential representatives as they relate to compromise. Or,

put another way, can a potential representative who is only distinguished from another

potential representative by the extremity of his promise to be less compromising find

increased support among angry subjects?

Let us now return to the results.
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Results

The key dependent variable in this analysis is a measure of whether or not the subject

chose the uncompromising candidate (“John White”) over the compromising one (“Tom

Willis”), and in particular, whether angry subjects were more inclined to choose the can-

didate who promised overt actions to inhibit compromise (referred to as the “assertive

uncompromiser”) than chose the candidate who was resigned to less legislation getting

passed if elected, but not promising it by any means (referred to as the “principled un-

compromiser”).

Subjects were given the option to not choose either candidate, and those unable to

make a choice between the two were included in the final analysis. Those selecting John

White were coded as 1, while the remaining subjects were coded as 0. This approach

makes sense given that the purpose of the experiment was to see whether anger would

increase the likelihood of selecting an uncompromising candidate, and if it did, whether

it did so in alignment with the rhetoric expected to make that choice more attractive

based on the results of the previous chapter. A non-choice, in this case, is still a choice.

Overall, only 19.8 percent of subjects chose either of the uncompromising candi-

dates over the more compromising one. Though this is not a representative sample, it is

still comforting to know that principled and/or assertive obstructionism is not a highly

sought after quality in the main.

Column I of Table 4.1 displays the means and standard deviations for the control
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Table 4.1: Candidate Selection by Group

I. Con-Prin. II. Con-Ass. III. Trt-Prin. IV. Trt-Ass.
Group Mean 0.152 0.181 0.203 0.273
Group SD 0.359 0.386 0.403 0.447
n 198 166 187 154

Table 4.2: Pairwise T-Tests (p-values)

Control-Prin. Control-Ass. Treatment-Prin.
Control-Ass. 0.4855 - -
Treatment-Prin. 0.2028 0.5961 -
Treatment-Ass. 0.0047 0.0390 0.07859

group (no anger) choosing between the compromising candidate and the principled

uncompromiser. Column II shows the results for the control condition for the assertive

uncompromiser; Column III, the results for the treatment condition (anger) for the prin-

cipled uncompromiser; and Column IV, the results for the treatment condition for the

assertive uncompromiser.

Examining the means and standard deviations for each group, it is clear that sub-

jects assigned to the treatment condition (the final two columns of Table 4.1) who were

then exposed to the assertive uncompromiser (the final column of Table 4.1) were sig-

nificantly more likely to choose that candidate than were those in the other conditions.

Since their exist four cells, the first step in this analysis was to examine whether the

null hypothesis that the data generating process for each condition was the same can be

rejected. A one–way analysis of variance indicated that we can, in fact, reject that null

hypothesis (F=2.829; p=0.0377). The next step was to conduct pairwise t-tests for each

of the comparison groups. The p-values for those results are presented in Table 4.2.

Importantly, support for the assertive uncompromiser among treatment group sub-

jects (x̄=.273) was greater than in both control conditions (x̄=.152, p=.0047; x̄=.181, p=.039),
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but also when compared with the principled uncompromiser in the other treatment

condition (x̄=.203, p=.078) – given a relaxed standard of statistical significance.

These results provide further support for Hypothesis 3.

Discussion

The results of this experiment indicate that candidates expressing a behaviorally explicit

and assertive resistance to compromise were in fact rewarded by angry subjects over a

still uncompromising, but less assertive candidate. These results reconfirm the findings

from the previous chapter, and indicate that when angry, individuals may in fact want

politicians to represent them who would behave as they themselves are currently feeling.

It’s worthwhile to note that these results, also similar to those in the previous chapter,

do not paint widespread support for candidates promising to obstruct legislation. Sup-

port for the assertive uncompromiser was not overwhelming in any of the conditions,

but it is here that I return to a recurring theme: support for uncompromising politicians

by an angry electorate need not be widespread to be impactful. Most citizens will not

feel a strong emotional engagement to politics. But those who do will be the most in-

terested and the most engaged, and in many states and in particular in many districts,

the only people to select the nominees of a given party. Their preferences are likely to be

more fixed, their ideal points more extreme, and their perceptions of the other side more

negative. Add anger to that set of considerations, and they may support assertively and

aggressively uncompromising candidates at rates high enough to get them nominated,
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and in many places, elected.

The limitations of a student sample have already been discussed for the previous

results, but in this case, finding the expected connection given this sample is in many

ways even more surprising. Students are likely less extreme in their still developing set

of political attitudes. To get an appreciable portion to express support for a candidate

who, for all intents and purposes, was designed to be, by any reasonable set of standards,

unpalatable, is a testament to the experimental manipulation.

Nonetheless, it is still worthwhile to examine whether anger can be connected with

candidate selection in a broadly representative sample. And it is to those results that we

now transition.

Data and Research Design: 2012 Cooperative Congressional

Election Study

To assess whether anger influences one’s preference for candidates, I created unique

survey instrumentation that was deployed in the University of Texas’ module of the 2012

Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES). The details of this study and many of

the measures used were outlined in Chapter 2.

To assess preferences for compromise among candidates for office, respondents were

asked three questions, two general, and one more specific. The wording for the specific

question was as follows:
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If the 2012 Election were held today and you had to choose between three can-

didates, one who vowed to reduce the budget deficit entirely through spend-

ing cuts, one who vowed to reduce the budget deficit entirely through revenue

increases, and one who vowed to reduce the budget deficit through an even

mixture of spending cuts and revenue increases, who would you choose?

Respondents were then asked to select from among the candidates listed above. Re-

sponses were coded dichotomously such that respondents who chose the candidate

who would reduce the budget deficit through a mixture of spending cuts and revenue

increases were coded as 0, and respondents who chose either candidate that would re-

duce the deficit entirely through spending cuts or tax increases were coded as 1. Overall,

26 percent of respondents chose an uncompromising candidate over a compromising

one. Slightly higher, though close to, the 20 percent of subjects who did so in the exper-

iment described previously.

In addition to this item, respondents were also asked their level of agreement with

the following statements:

• I would support a candidate of my party who compromises with those on the other

side in order to solve problems.

• Elected officials who compromise show weakness and deserve to lose reelection.

Respondents were given the option to “strongly agree,” “somewhat agree,” “some-

what disagree,” or “strongly disagree.” Responses were coded from 0 to 1 so that higher
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scores indicated decreased support for compromising politicians. For the first item, the

mean score on the 0 to 1 scale was 0.25 (sd=0.27); while for the second item, the mean

was 0.22 (sd=0.31). Again, this does not indicate that the public broadly desires uncom-

promising candidates.

The model that I use for this analysis is similar to the model used in the previous

chapters. I regress the respondent’s candidate preference / compromise attitude on

their level of anger, partisan extremity, ideological extremity, and education. Or, more

formally:

Candidate Attitudes =Ø0 +Ø1Anger +Ø2Partisan Extr. +Ø3Ideological Extrem. +Ø4Education

+ "

In addition to this primary model, I also estimated a second model for each item

that includes measures for respondents’ anxiety and happiness in order to test whether

anger is in fact influencing attitudes, or whether instead attitudes toward compromise

are influenced by general (or other specific) emotional reactions to politics.

If anger is negatively influencing one’s attitude’s toward the expectations that they

have about candidates with respect to compromise, I would expect a positive coefficient.

The same holds true for partisan and ideological extremity as potential alternative hy-

potheses. Education should have a negative coefficient, as education might lead one to

see the value in a more compromising approach. Let us now turn to the results.
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Survey Results

The results of the first model on candidate selection are presented in Table 4.3. Given

the limited and dichotomous nature of the dependent variable, the first model was fitted

using a logistic regression. As expected, anger produced a positive, and statistically sig-

nificant effect on one’s likelihood of selecting an uncompromising candidate (p<.001).

Similar to the previous models, ideological extremity also increased the likelihood that

a respondent would choose the uncompromising candidate (p<.001), while education

had the reverse effect (p<.01). In addition, the inclusion of the other emotion measures

did little to discount the effect of anger on candidate preference, though in the second

model, anxiety was also associated with an increased likelihood of choosing an uncom-

promising candidate (p<.001).

The remaining two models were estimated using ordinary least squares. The nature

of the dependent variable (4-points) makes using OLS a bit of a judgment call as an es-

timation strategy, but after examining a number of alternative specifications, and given

that none of these strategies changed the following results, I chose to continue with OLS

because of its robustness.

In the first model, estimating the level of agreement with the following statement: “I

would support a candidate of my party who compromises with those on the other side in

order to solve problems,” coded such that a higher score indicates greater disagreement.

Anger increased a respondent’s likelihood to disagree with the statement (p<.01). Like
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Table 4.3: Candidate Selection on Debt Reduction

Candidate Selection Model 1 Candidate Selection Model 2
Intercept °2.28§§§ °2.10§§§

(0.29) (0.36)
Anger 2.09§§§ 1.42§§§

(0.29) (0.38)
Partisan Extremity °0.31 °0.44

(0.24) (0.25)
Ideological Extremity 1.14§§§ 1.15§§§

(0.24) (0.25)
Education °0.76§§ °0.79§§

(0.28) (0.29)
Anxiety 0.83§

(0.36)
Happiness °0.22

(0.38)
AIC 888.81 843.31
BIC 912.60 876.13
Log Likelihood -439.41 -414.66
Deviance 878.81 829.31
Num. obs. 860 803
§§§p < 0.001, §§p < 0.01, §p < 0.05

the previous model, ideological extremity also increased a respondent’s likelihood of

disagreeing with the statement (p<.001), but education had no effect. Unlike in the pre-

vious model, the inclusion of other emotional measures caused anger’s impact to lose

statistical significance. In model 2, happiness was associated with respondents being

more inclined to embrace compromising candidates (p<.001).

The final model repeats the findings of the previous one, but again finds that ed-

ucation has a positive impact, making one more likely to embrace the compromising

position. In the second model, anger again loses its effect, but this time, anxiety is found

to be statistically significant (p<.01), associated with a higher likelihood of respondents

expressing an uncompromising attitude.
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Table 4.4: Support for candidates who compromise with those on the other side in order
to solve problems

Candidate Selection Model 1 Candidate Selection Model 2
Intercept 0.19§§§ 0.27§§§

(0.03) (0.04)
Anger 0.08§§ 0.03

(0.03) (0.04)
Partisan Extremity °0.03 °0.02

(0.03) (0.03)
Ideological Extremity 0.13§§§ 0.13§§§

(0.03) (0.03)
Education °0.03 °0.02

(0.03) (0.03)
Anxiety °0.02

(0.04)
Happiness °0.16§§§

(0.04)
R2 0.05 0.07
Adj. R2 0.04 0.06
Num. obs. 877 825
RMSE 0.26 0.26
§§§p < 0.001, §§p < 0.01, §p < 0.05

Table 4.5: Elected officials who compromise show weakness and deserve to lose reelec-
tion

Candidate Selection Model 1 Candidate Selection Model 2
Intercept 0.17§§§ 0.19§§§

(0.03) (0.04)
Anger 0.11§§§ 0.01

(0.03) (0.05)
Partisan Extremity °0.03 °0.04

(0.03) (0.03)
Ideological Extremity 0.16§§§ 0.16§§§

(0.03) (0.03)
Education °0.11§§ °0.10§§

(0.03) (0.04)
Anxiety 0.12§§

(0.05)
Happiness °0.07

(0.05)
R2 0.06 0.08
Adj. R2 0.06 0.07
Num. obs. 874 821
RMSE 0.31 0.31
§§§p < 0.001, §§p < 0.01, §p < 0.05

116



Discussion

While these survey results don’t align perfectly with the concepts of behavioral and nor-

mative evaluations of compromise,2 they do show that the findings from the experimen-

tal portion of this chapter likely do translate to the broader population.

The first set of models most closely aligned with the experimental portion of this

chapter, and like in those results, respondents were more inclined to select an uncom-

promising candidate if angry, regardless of whether or not other emotions were ac-

counted for in the model. The same cannot be said of the other two items. When

asked whether or not they would support a candidate who vows to compromise with

the other side, the presence of other emotions nullified anger’s effect, and happiness in

turn increased respondents’ likelihood of expressing a positive attitude towards this type

of candidate. It’s possible, given happiness’ association with habitual thought patterns

(Marcus, Neuman and Mackuen, 2000) that this statement’s socially desirable construct

leads happy respondents to rely on the quotidian observation that compromise is good.

I had indicated earlier that I thought it was possible that anger too could potentially lead

to a greater endorsement of normative statements towards compromise (should those

normative attitudes already exist). But there’s a lot more going on cognitively with re-

spect to anger, and therefore, it could simply be that the shared variance between the

two emotions on this particular item elevated the more clearly direct effects of happi-

2A result of their collection prior to pilot testing that uncovered this important distinction.
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ness. What’s likely most relevant to these results is that even though this item is about

a candidate, it might be too close to a normative statement to disentangle the effects of

multiple emotions.

As for the last statement (“Elected officials who compromise show weakness and

deserve to lose reelection.”) and its accompanying models, I can’t say for sure why the

inclusion of anxiety in the model leads to that variable having a statistically significant

effect while anger’s previously significant effect vanishes.

The questions posed in this survey section were collected early in the research phase

of this project, and therefore, further research should explore the degree of correspon-

dence between the concepts found in the experimental results and their applicability to

the general population. Whether or not citizens angry about politics are more inclined

to support candidates who espouse actions that inhibit compromise is a worthy goal for

future research.

Regardless of the specific question construction of the survey portion of this chap-

ter, the overarching conclusion is that there does appear to be a connection between

anger and candidate preference/evaluation when it comes to compromise, even when

controlling for other relevant factors.

Conclusion

The results of this chapter were ancillary to the central hypotheses of this research, but

interesting nonetheless. Anger’s influence on evaluations of the behavioral manifesta-
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tions of compromise was extended to candidate selection in a way that further supports

the theoretical translation of that emotion to political cognition. Angry citizens want

their candidates to behave as they would, in a behaviorally assertive manner. The results

of the survey experiment, though somewhat distal to the central argument presented

herein, provide tentative support to the notion that the experimental findings could be

generalized to the wider population, but further research is needed on this point.

A useful follow–up to the experiment presented in this chapter would be to examine

whether angry subjects rated politicians who had actually engaged in actions to inhibit

compromise more or less positively than those not induced to anger. The role that Ted

Cruz played in shutting down the Federal Government, and the ensuing boost to his

popularity among some Texas Republicans, indicates that this is a reasonable possibility,

and worthy of further exploration.

Political science has a long tradition of using the experimental approach, and in par-

ticular, the manipulation of campaign information and features to assess whether ma-

nipulating these aspects produces any important effects on individual level voting be-

havior (e.g. Lodge, Steenbergen and Brau, 1995; Hutchings et al., 2004; Lau, Andersen

and Redlawsk, 2008; Lupia, 1994; Ansolabehere et al., 1994; Chong, Citrin and Conley,

2001). More recently, this approach has been expanded to examining the particular ef-

fects that emotions might have on vote choice (e.g. Just, Crigler and Belt, 2007; Redlawsk,

Civettini and Lau, 2007), and the research contained in this chapter follows in this rich

tradition.
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But what do the current findings do to elucidate our understanding of the broader

political context that has motivated much of the research underlying this work in the

first place? It is essential, as Key (1961, vii) stated, “to place the newer knowledge about

public opinion in a political context.” Given that the political context is one of increas-

ingly insular parties seemingly unable to engage in compromise for even the most im-

portant of political issues, partisan polarization seems an obvious political context within

which to consider the current findings.

While scholars of the U.S. Congress were measuring and elucidating the effects of

polarization within the institutions of government (Theriault, 2008, 2010; Theriault and

Rohde, 2010; Sinclair, 2006), those who study mass political behavior were focussed on

the degree to which the public itself was similarly polarized and in turn, whether or

not elected officials were simply responding to the public in a representative fashion

(Abramowitz, 2010; Fiorina, Abrams and Pope, 2011; Levendusky, 2009), or to what ex-

tent (Harbridge, 2010).

While my focus has been on mass political behavior, it seems worthwhile for a mo-

ment to think about the political context in which legislators find themselves, and how

the research contained herein might provide a better understanding of polarization’s

true nature. Given the research cited above, it might be tempting, and in some propor-

tional sense correct, to think of polarization as a force on the preferences of legislators

(forces that are internally and/or externally born), and the accompanying movement

of representatives into distinct ideological spaces a result of these preferences. But the
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translation of external forces from the mass public to the public representative may be,

and likely is, more complex.

While this internal/external force on policy preferences as an explanation no doubt

accounts for part of the polarization that has been witnessed over a number of decades,

the research contained in this chapter might provide another partial explanation: a

change in the constraints faced by politicians.

It could be that this distinction is illusory, and that these forces on preferences and/or

the constraint of expressing true preferences are one in the same, but I think that these

two concepts and their attendant pathways are distinct and important. As an expression

of true preferences, polarization may not represent a major democratic dilemma so long

as people’s preferences are being expressed through their representative. But if it is in-

stead the case that representatives don’t feel able to express their true policy preferences

(and maybe even the true policy preferences of those who elect them) because of the

negative perception of the action of compromising among influential segments of the

electorate regardless of the actual outcome, this, to me at least, represents a fundamen-

tal problem – a short-circuit in the process of governing.

Unfortunately, there is some evidence that the constraint I am describing has al-

ready been institutionalized. Sinclair has shown that Congressional polarization has

lead to more closed rules, more legislative scheming, and more centralized power in

party leadership (succinctly put: procedural power) (Sinclair, 2008). When one consid-

ers the actions of professional legislators operating in an institutional body, it’s com-
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mon to think of those actors as behaving rationally given their desires and expectations.

This institutionalized movement away from deliberation and (some degree of) open-

ness and towards closed rules and the centralization of power seems contrary to the

notion of politicians being single-minded seekers of reelection, unless these changes

have provided members of congress with some benefit, in this case, a means of protect-

ing incumbents from have to make a decision about engaging in compromise in the first

place. The benefit that legislators have sought out in an era of polarization may be the

institutionalization of the constraints that they already face from the electorate.

Though this research is squarely on the opinions and attitudes of ordinary citizens

as they relate to compromise, my hope is that this research has not “abstracted public

opinion from its governmental setting” (Key, 1961). While I have little doubt that this

research is what Key would have called a “microscopic aspects of public opinion,” it is

also my hope that I have strongly alluded to “the relation of these bits of information to

the operation of the political system in the large...” (ibid)

I have most certainly left some important aspects of this relationship open to fur-

ther research. As a matter of appropriate scale, I have purposefully left the translation

process of public attitudes toward compromise to the actions of elected officials incom-

plete, and, relatedly, have done little to elucidate the size of the relevant public for which

these attitudes are likely to be prevalent. But I am comfortable taking refuge at this

weigh station on the path to knowledge, continually humbled by “the complexity of the

process by which politicians’ estimates of public opinion affect their decisions” (Zaller,
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2003, 312).

The sum of these results imply the presence of a perverse set of incentives for some

politicians if they reside and choose to run in safely constructed districts notable for

low-turnout primaries in which only the most interested and engaged partisans show

up. Candidates who can stoke the anger of these individuals, on the one hand, while

channeling that anger through their approach to compromise, on the other, can be re-

warded with a viable path to the nomination and, ultimately, victory.

Once they arrive in the halls of government, we expect institutions to temper the

heat of the campaign season, but for many of these elected officials, the reality of 24/7

political coverage and the certainty of a primary challenger should they betray principle

(or be perceived to have done so), results in what seems to be a not insignificant portion

of politicians left to govern in the way that they have campaigned.

It is this disjuncture, between the normative and behavioral aspects of compromise

that has lead survey research to find a public that apparently embraces compromise

while at the same time electing politicians openly hostile to the actions required to make

that compromise a reality.
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5. Conclusion

If a fight starts, watch the crowd, because the crowd plays the decisive role.

E.E. Schattschneider, The Semisovereign People

Introduction

For someone curious about the nature and consequences of emotions, and in particular,

about anger, there is a wonderful allure to the illustrative simplicity of a fight. When

trying to explain the power that anger can hold over an individual, both physiologically

and cognitively, I always return to describing the same scene: A man sits at a bar, and for

some reason, the particulars of which are unimportant, another bar patron says or does

something that offends him. Maybe he says something to the man’s wife, or makes an

off–handed comment to someone else at the bar that offends this man’s identity or sense

of self. Regardless of the precipitating event, instantly, and without conscious thought,

physiological changes occur within this individual, changes beyond the man’s conscious

control. He may feel his heart racing, his blood pressure rising – he may even feel the
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attendant warmth in his face or in his chest. Unbeknownst to him, the parts of his brain

associated with anger are firing away in an unrelenting frenzy.

What to do now?

As he decides whether or not to confront this individual – as we now know – he is

awash in feelings of potency. His quick assessment of the risks associated with engag-

ing in a verbal or physical altercation with a complete stranger might now result in little

noticeable apprehension, an apprehension that would surely be present under less in-

ternally charged circumstances. The consequences of the impending altercation (e.g.

ego damage, physical harm, legal trouble) seem distant and unrelated to the situation at

hand – if they’ve even entered into the man’s consciousness at all. And the parts of his

brain that are awash in activity are urging him to do one thing: approach the source of

anger and do something to change it.

This is anger in a nutshell.

Schattschneider’s words, written at the beginning of his canonical A Semisovereign

People and quoted above, are an apt way to begin the conclusion of this research project.

Politics, Schattschneider wrote, is like a street fight, the outcome of which is most often

determined by each combatant’s ability to rally or keep dormant the right segments of

the encircling crowd. Beyond Schattschneider’s scope, and likely his research methods

in 1960, is the nature of the potential rallying mechanisms at a politician’s disposal, and

the benefits or costs of choosing a particular rallying strategy when compared with oth-

ers. Some mechanisms may rely on the personal consequences of the ideas or policies
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at play or one’s commitment to ideological principles. Others might rely on emotions

like hope, anxiety, or anger.1

From a normative perspective, it may be easy to conclude that involvement as a re-

sult of sincere disagreements over the specifics of policy is the preferred mechanism for

involving citizens in the political process, but we know empirically that most citizens

aren’t that engaged or interested in the vast majority of policy disputes. And even when

a policy dispute actually permeates the public consciousness, it would still be surpris-

ing to find a well–spring of well formed, and informed, opinions on the matter. This

low information and engagement manifests in any polling that seeks to measure pub-

lic knowledge on any policy, but also in low to embarrassingly low participation rates

throughout the country for political offices ranging in importance from least to most.

So how then are we to assess the role of anger in politics, a verified method for getting

people involved – to join the fight?

When the nominating process was finally reformed in the early 1970s in the wake

of a decade filled with political protests, riots, assassinations, and a seeming desire by

the people to have their voices and their preferences better reflected in the nominees of

the parties that represented them, it was hard to know exactly what effect these changes

would have on the larger political system. It seems likely obvious that the party in gov-

ernment would lose some control over who would run under their name. But that the

parties would transform from being reliable vehicles for the politicians within their um-

1The reality is that, of course, it’s a mixture of these things, the specific ingredients of which are very
important.
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brellas (Aldrich, 1995) to entities seemingly directed by the activists most able to mo-

bilize a plurality coalition (Cohen et al., 2008) was likely unexpected in its magnitude –

though probably still foreseeable.

The consequences that were tautologically unforeseeable involved the interaction

between party governance and other, naturally occurring changes in society since re-

form. Social progress has allowed more and different people to participate in society at

a pace rarely seen in history. Blacks, Hispanics, women, gays and lesbians, Muslims, and

other groups that were all either directly limited in their political participation or socially

banished to the fringe of society as little as a decade ago are now able, and expected, to

be a part of and contribute to the diverse political fabric that many hail as essential to

America’s greatness. Appealing to these groups without the benefit of selecting candi-

dates specifically meant to bridge the differences inherent in either party’s electorate has

surely provided a great challenge to the parties as institutions – a weakening that many

in political science lamented during the 1980s.

But at the same time, technological progress has also resulted in a major increase in

the demands placed on potential voters – at work, at home, and everywhere in between.

Capturing people’s attention (on their televisions, computers, phones, or tablets) is an

incessant competition waged by numerous well–financed and sophisticated operations.

No voter can easily escape knowledge of the cost of participating in politics inherent in

not participating or engaging in these other, often more pleasurable, activities. Anthony

Downs elucidated the nature of these trade–offs in 1957, so we know that that they are
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not new in the twenty–first century, but with the speed and frequency with which new

television shows, websites, or gadgets emerge with the intention of grabbing one’s atten-

tion, and the ability to target those most likely to hand it over, the cost of participating

in politics is increasingly placed on a scale in which the other side is already irrevocably

weighed down.

For those who remain, in the face of all these competing demands, interested and

engaged in politics, these same technological innovations have also provided the pos-

sibility of completely circumscribing one’s political information universe to only con-

firmatory evidence, views that one already agrees with, and partisan talking points for

as–yet–developed attitudes. For many, this information universe is further fortified by

living in a district expertly drawn to encapsulate like–minded partisans in the face of

weaker parties and candidate–centered politics (Wattenberg, 1992). The potential pri-

mary voters within these districts, especially those in state’s or districts where little com-

petition between the parties actually exists, are now targeted with increasingly precise

and sophisticated algorithms meant to ferret out those most likely to lend their support

in a low turnout primary.

And as we’ve seen, anger is a proven guarantor for stimulating their participation.

When these citizens, fewer and fewer among us, finally decide to choose their party’s

nominees and likely, their ultimate representatives, how are we to evaluate their im-

pact on our democratic republic? It’s common for many in the public, and in the me-

dia in particular, to promote the blanket good that is political participation. Not often
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thoughtfully questioned is why an individual, or a group of individuals, decided to get

involved in the first place. But how a group of people decided to engage in the fight, and

what they expect of their representative now that they’re participating, is a fundamen-

tally important question. Anger, while good at getting people engaged, may not lead

to “good” involvement – especially, as this research has demonstrated, if you think that

compromise is, at least, necessary for governing, or, at most, plays an important role in

achieving optimal political outcomes.

Implicit in this final statement is another question worth addressing, but with an an-

swer so seemingly simple as to almost escape further comment: is compromise “good”

for government? Throughout this work, I’ve taken the position, though somewhat im-

plicitly, that compromise is in fact a normative value in government (along with many

other citizens according to survey research), but I’ve spent little time exploring whether

or why this is actually the case.

The case against compromise is, I believe, a rather simple one, with two primary and

somewhat overlapping arguments. First, in a representative democracy, it is expected,

though not necessary, that representatives will do their best to enact their preferences

or those of their constituents. It is not necessary that a representative achieve some out-

come, or any outcome, that deviates from these preferences for a democracy to function.

Simply that individuals have the opportunity to elect someone else should their repre-

sentative fail on this or some other measure. This is the anti-case for compromise: that

it’s presence is not a requirement of government. While I don’t find this argument terri-
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bly persuasive, it is true that elected members of government need not compromise for

government to retain its legitimacy. This though, is a rather low bar.

A more forceful case against compromise’s normative value in government might

emphasize the fact that it has an unintended side effect: compromise decreases the

ability of citizens to allot accountability for the ultimate products of government. When

two parties, and/or the legislators within them, compromise, it increases the difficulty

of the task of disentangling who is ultimately responsible for the outcome. If a legislator

compromises on his position in order to pass legislation that he deems closer to his con-

stituents’ ideal point, should one take that legislator at his word with respect to what he

would have liked to accomplish (and whether this is a good alignment of ideal points),

or should voters simply judge this representative on the ultimate outcome? It might de-

pend on the centrality of the policy to that individual voter, or to the party of which that

legislator is a part – features that further increase the complexity of the task at hand.

It is this feature of our system of government that leads some to the conclusion that

we would be better off with a parliamentary system – if for no other reason than the

promise that clear accountability affords to the democratic process (though this too

provides certain complexities). While there is some veracity to this particular broad-

side against compromise, I am not personally convinced that this demonstrates that

compromise exerts a net–negative on government when engaged in.

For this author, it is our system of government itself that points towards the impor-

tance of compromise, and for its ultimate good. I tend to think of compromise from
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the ‘at least’ perspective cited above: necessary for governing. Given our constitutional

government and system of checks and balances, compromise will often be necessary to

achieve any policy goal. This is especially true when thinking of the passage of legisla-

tion as a repeated game, in which both sides often need to compromise on their ideal

points in order to arrive at a policy that is, if nothing else, better than the status quo.

When one side retreats from the process of compromising, as this research has shown

is increasingly attractive given electoral incentives, the other side has little choice but to

also retreat from compromise given the repeated nature of the game. Why compromise

on Policy A if you know that the other side definitely won’t compromise on Policy B?

While this may not seem a problem in the abstract, in particular when referencing a sin-

gular policy set, the problem multiplies substantially when considering the number of

veto points throughout the political system combined with the number of actors, each

with their own set of priorities and attendant ideal points.

So while compromise may not make a system more democratic, the act of allowing

compromise to happen is necessary if government is going to address problems through

the legislative process. It’s hard to argue that punishing these acts hasn’t had a deleteri-

ous effect on our ability to govern.

I started this research with three hypotheses about anger’s influence on political

compromise: (H1) that angry individuals would endorse uncompromising policy po-

sitions, but only in a tightly circumscribed range of circumstances despite the fact that

the existing research on anger would lead one to expect a strong relationship; (H2) that
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angry individuals would support the abstract norm of compromise as much as non-

angry individuals; and (H3) that angry individuals would be more likely than non-angry

individuals to negatively evaluate the value of the behavioral actions of legislators that

would be necessary to bring about political compromise.

This research was motivated by the curious fact that citizens continually endorse

compromise in public opinion polls while elected officials, especially in Congress, seem

unable to deliver on that desire while rarely facing punishment for their pro–actively

anti–compromising intransigence. In attempting to find out why this might be the case,

I have proposed that anger likely plays an important role, especially given the increased

frequency of emotional reactions in the politics of the most engaged citizens.

In chapter 2, I showed that anger was in fact a poor predictor of people’s willing-

ness, or unwillingness, to endorse uncompromising policy positions, despite the clear

hypothetical connection between the two based on the research elucidating the conse-

quences of anger in bargaining. I theorized that this null finding was a direct result of

the inherent complexity of most policy disputes in conjunction with the lack of political

knowledge held by most citizens. Anger may influence people’s positions on some pol-

icy issues, but as was seen in the limited number of policy cases tested, the structure of

the debate must be necessarily constrained, and, while not proven, it is likely that clear

partisan cues would also be needed to allow anger to promote an uncompromising po-

sition for the average individual.

In chapter 3, we saw that anger, while leading people to negatively evaluate politi-
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cians who engage in compromising behaviors, had no impact on their normative eval-

uation of compromise. This, in my view, provides the strongest evidence of how polling

can present a public wanting and valuing compromise while the politicians that they

elect can still feel safe taking, in some cases extremely, uncompromising stands. It turns

out that these politicians rightly perceive a greater cost in engaging in compromise than

not – at least if some appreciable portion of their electorate is angry, or made to feel

angry by them.

These findings imply a strange feedback loop for politicians who use or channel

anger as a motivator for voters perceived to be part of their base. Channeling that anger

effectively may help lead to their election, but it may also hamstring them in their abil-

ity to actually govern, especially if compromise is perceived as a betrayal of principle

and/or negatively evaluated.

After demonstrating that this negative evaluation of the behavioral manifestations

of compromise could be a function of anger, in the final empirical chapter, I examined

whether this relationship could be extended beyond this negative evaluation to one’s

support of an uncompromising candidate. I found a slight uptick in support for can-

didates who promised not to compromise, and to do everything that they could to halt

legislation that conflicted with their principles over a less uncompromising, but still un-

compromising, candidate.

In sum, the experimental and survey research contained herein provides a plausi-

ble and attractive explanation for the disconnect between the stated desire for and ex-
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altation of compromise among the citizenry, and the seeming lack of import attached

to compromise among many politicians. Some citizens, and likely those who are most

engaged in politics, are angry about the state of the country, at the other party, at the po-

litical system as a whole, or at particular politicians. These citizens, it has been demon-

strated, are able to endorse the idea of compromise, but also happen to punish those

who engage in it.

Compromise and Strategy

Two of the motivating anecdotes in this project have, since the beginning of this re-

search, collided head on: Ted Cruz and Republican presidential nominating politics.

Cruz, at the time of this writing, a presidential candidate, has continued on the trajec-

tory that he laid out in the lead up to and eventual government shutdown. A question

posed at the beginning of this work was whether Cruz, in his unyielding stand against

the ACA was reflecting a policy preference, an approach to governing, or both. While

the most obvious answer is both, the research contained herein points to the possibility

that as an approach to governing, Cruz’s reliance on harnessing the anger that citizens

felt towards the ACA may have left him with little discretion in the domain of governing.

When thinking about those Republican Presidential candidates in 2011, this answer

likely bears repeating. While many in the Republican party, and especially many of its

potential primary voters, had strong preferences in favor of spending cuts combined

with little appetite for tax increases, the extremely favorable hypothetical exchange laid
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out between the two should have been a possibility. But taking that stand, especially

alone, would have invited a torrent of negative evaluations among the primary voters

whose votes they were so assiduously courting.

This dynamic, where a candidate or politician has the chance to express some degree

of openness to working with the other side, maybe incorporating some of their concerns

into a policy approach to a particular problem, often seems foreclosed as a real possi-

bility. Those who do take the chance are often described as mavericks, iconoclasts, the

result of a broken mold, or a bygone era. And yet, it is just this kind of deal–making that

many would say is what governing is all about.

Now, I don’t want to go too far in my interpretation of this data. It is certainly the

case that plenty of deal–making and compromise does go on. Most legislating is about

minor issues on which both sides agree, or at least, most of the outside players are in

agreement (or near agreement), and the public is paying little or no attention. Much of

my discussion has, somewhat implicitly, been about big issues and big legislation, areas

in which deal–making is far more likely to happen in the open and in turn be subject to

the scrutiny of the voters. Here, we should expect compromise to be harder to achieve,

but what this research brings up is whether it is harder to achieve because voters and

their representatives have strong (and in some cases extreme) preferences, or because

their voters might punish them for compromising, potentially by rewarding someone

else who will hold the line more strongly?

There’s some relative balance between these two competing possibilities, the specific
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answer of which I can only guess, but this research points out that both can play a role.

Voters will surely punish their representatives for reneging on their promises, but they’ll

also apparently punish them for the process that lead to that reneging in the first place,

which in itself is a danger for our democratic process.

Further Research

I believe that this research has done much to extend our limited understanding of anger’s

role in American politics through a close examination of its effects on political com-

promise, but there are many areas in which this research left questions unanswered, or

raised new ones. Here I will list a few of those issues.

Engagement and anger

I have stated and restated throughout this research that minimal effects can be inter-

preted as conservative estimates of the overall impact of anger on political compromise

because of the importance of engagement in conditioning the likelihood of emotional

reactions to politics. Stated briefly one more time, it has been shown that the most in-

terested and engaged citizens are more likely, relative to less interested and engaged

individuals, to have emotional reactions to politics. I have made the contention that

it is also likely the case that for low–turnout, but increasingly important, primary elec-

tions, interest and engagement are a necessary pre–requisite for voting, and that it is, on

average, more likely that only the most interested and engaged – and in turn, the most
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emotionally reactive – individuals will participate in many of these elections. For this

reason, if we were to look only at voters who express some baseline level of engagement,

or who regularly participate in primaries, the effects displayed may in fact be larger than

those found here.

In order to see whether this is in fact the case, further research should extend the

findings contained herein to a nationally representative survey in the context of a real

election. A survey experiment would be worthwhile, but a systematic analysis of per-

ceptions of a potential candidate’s willingness to compromise, individual level emotion,

and candidate preference in an analysis that took account of engagement levels could

further elucidate the size of the overall effect I have proposed.

In addition, politics happens across a large number of distinct geographic entities

with features of their own. I stated that it seems as though enough representatives are

elected who eschew compromise to make it increasingly uncommon at the national

level. A selective analysis of emotion, engagement, and political preferences across a

range of districts, carefully chosen for their geographic, demographic, representational,

and partisan characteristics could further elucidate if there are certain types of districts

where an uncompromising candidate is more likely to be elected, and from that, the

extent to which a strategy that relies on voter anger is likely to be successful, but also

consequential.

137



Negative and Positive Regard

I noted in the first chapter when discussing the bargaining literature that low emotional

regard for a bargaining partner (the sum of high anger and low compassion) leads nego-

tiators to be less aware of the priorities or interests of the other party while at the same

time seeking a greater share of the potential gains for themselves (Allred et al., 1997).

In addition, a balance in favor of negative moods relative to positive ones decreases the

likelihood of engaging in a cooperative strategy and increases the likelihood of engaging

in a competitive one (Forgas, 1998).

While I’ve made clear that I don’t believe that anger is likely to influence loosely held

policy attitudes, I do believe that this aspect of the theory, low emotional regard, is wor-

thy of further exploration. As partisans continue to bifurcate themselves into insular

information enclaves, and increasingly appear to be viewing the other side through an

undifferentiated, negative lens, the combination of this with anger could lead many to

view the process of bargaining in a such a way as to limit the possibility for compromis-

ing in a very direct way. Again, I think this is unlikely to have a major effect based on the

reality of most real policy debates, but this connection between low emotional regard,

the quantity of negative emotion towards the other party, and its potential impact on

polarization seems a worthwhile endeavor.
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Policies

I’ve stated previously that most policies are probably immune to anger’s effect due to

their esoteric nature – simply put. But what are the features of a policy that would al-

low for anger to exert its influence? A few important possibilities that I’ve mentioned

include its dimensionality, the presence or absence of clear trade–offs, and the presence

or absence of partisan or ideological cues.

I have hypothesized and shown some support for the possibility that anger can di-

rectly influence policy preferences based on the criteria outlined above, but this is cer-

tainly an area in which further research could occur. Knowing whether and if so which of

these dimensions are necessary or sufficient conditions to allow anger to produce more

extreme and less compromising policy preferences could do a lot to elucidate why we

might see progress on some issues but not others.

Furthermore, while my focus has been on anger, emotions have different cognitive

consequences, and when thinking about their effect on policy preferences, it very well

might be fruitful to think about policy in a framework such as this.

Arousal of anger

While I have written much in chapter 1 about the process by which anger is generated,

much more research should be done on its political arousal. We now know a lot about

the consequences of anxiety, hope, and to a lesser degree, anger, but we know little about
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the ability of individual politicians to arouse these emotions, and whom among the elec-

torate is most susceptible to these approaches. A further understanding of this area

could do much to elucidate candidate strategy, but also micro–level voting behavior as

political science progresses from its focus on System 2 processing back to System 1.

Anger and its Extensions

I have chosen in this research to focus on the impact that anger has on people’s atti-

tudes toward political compromise, and in particular, how citizens might endorse com-

promise on the one hand, while failing to punish those who eschew it on the other. But

I also believe that the theoretical rationale laid out earlier in this work can be extended

to other domains of political cognition.

For example, I expect that political anger is most often associated with particular in-

dividuals, and specifically with partisans of one side or the other. When a partisan of the

other side presents their position on a series of issues and the receiver of those commu-

nications has learned an angry response to that individual (most likely with the assis-

tance of a co-partisan), instead of systematically processing the information presented,

they should rely on heuristic processing, essentially discounting the information based

on its source. The result will then be that the partisan will not encode the presented

information, instead, perceiving that partisan’s argument as weak, rate the content as

less truthful, and encode and store less of the presented information than a non-angry

individual. In sum, the result will be that an individual might not encode information
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presented by the other side, no matter how important or relevant, because of a learned

emotional response to that individual or party.

An alternative, though I would argue congruent, explanation to this phenomenon

is that motivated reasoning (Taber, Cann and Kucsova, 2009; Lodge, Taber and Weber,

2006; Burdein, Lodge and Taber, 2006; Morris et al., 2003; Lodge and Taber, 2005) might

cause the effects described above. The theory behind motivated reasoning argues that

through hot cognition, individuals, upon encountering a political object, bring to mind

some or many related objects in a schematic sense. Importantly, affective tags are also

brought to mind, and because they are brought to mind instantaneously, they influence

the subsequent processing of information. This approach is obviously consistent with

the purely psychological understanding of motivated reasoning, which argues that the

nexus of this process is at the encoding stage (Kunda, 1990). The big limitation with mo-

tivated reasoning as an explanation is its reliance on emotional valence and not discrete

emotions – I would say, a severe limitation.

We are now quite aware that different discrete emotions play different roles in influ-

encing cognitive processing, and valence alone cannot capture these differences. For

example, if two people encounter a negatively valenced political object, but one’s au-

tomatic reaction is anger (an emotion that encourages heuristic processing of infor-

mation) while the others is fear (encouraging systematic processing and learning), we

shouldn’t expect them to be similarly motivated in their reasoning. Therefore, I expect

the particular emotion and its cognitive consequences to play a much greater role in ex-
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plaining motivated reasoning (at least in the political realm) than valence alone. Those

who study motivated reasoning are just beginning to touch on this distinction, as it has

been found that upon encountering a large amount of attitude–incongruent informa-

tion, the eventual tipping point is motivated by anxiety (Redlawsk, Civettini and Em-

merson, 2010).

Following this logic, anger could also potentially influence attitudes toward com-

promise indirectly. The biased information processing hypothesized above might lead

some individuals to hold skewed belief sets, making compromise illogical based on that

individual’s range of encoded considerations. While plausible, for many of the reasons

outlined above about citizen engagement and knowledge, I would expect the extent of

this practice to be rather limited, and in turn, hard to uncover.

Like compromise, anger could also influence one’s support of extreme candidates

both directly and indirectly. Indirectly, a biased processing of information should lead

voters to have more extreme ideal points, making extreme candidate support “rational”.

Directly, however, anger has been shown to result in lower risk assessments of a given sit-

uation or choice (e.g. Druckman and McDermott, 2008; Lerner and Keltner, 2000, 2001;

Lerner et al., 2003). Therefore, I think it’s reasonable to expect that angry voters will

perceive less risk in the potential support or election of an extreme candidate than non-

angry voters. This assessment will in turn increase the probability of extreme candidate

support.

Finally, anger should mediate the relationship between an unwanted political out-
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come and an individual’s reaction to that outcome. However, the particular effect of

anger will be dependent on the personal relevance that the individual ascribes to said

outcome. The Moral Mandate Effect (Mullen and Skitka, 2006) posits that individuals

change their evaluation of a process when the outcome goes against that individual’s

moral mandate. Normally, an outcome is determined to be fair or just (whether wanted

or unwanted) based on whether the process designed to arrive at that outcome is de-

termined to be fair and just. However, when the outcome is tied to an intensely held

belief – a moral mandate – and the resulting outcome stands against that mandate, then

the individual’s displeasure with the outcome spreads to their evaluation of the process.

The mediator between outcome and process judgments is an individual’s anger at the

outcome. So, when an outcome is highly relevant to an individual, I would expect anger

to arise when that outcome is unwanted, and further, that anger should influence that

individual’s assessment of the process producing that outcome. This could manifest it-

self politically as a decreased trust in government, lower institutional evaluations, and

most directly, negative process judgments. These are all elements that we have regularly

witnessed in American politics.

However, there are many political outcomes that are not personally relevant to the

degree necessary to produce the effects posited above. It has also been found that in-

dividuals induced to anger assess subsequent negative outcomes as less motivationally

relevant, less stressful, and less incongruent than non-angry individuals, thus divest-

ing themselves of an important relationship with the outcome (Hemenover and Zhang,
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2004). If this is in fact the case, then angry individuals, upon encountering an unwanted

outcome, may in fact perceive it as far less relevant than non–angry individuals. This

could manifest itself in decreased political engagement or interest.

In sum, anger has many and important cognitive consequences, and its prevalence

within the electorate indicates that we have only just begun to scratch the surface of its

import in understanding American politics.

Conclusion

To take the research presented herein and answer a question like, “what does this mean

for American Democracy?” is a complicated task. While it might be easy to say that anger

stoked by enterprising politicians doing what politicians do – seeking to win elections –

is a pox on the American way of government, things are not so simple. First, it might be

the case that anger can shut off one’s desire to think carefully about a particular issue,

but it also leads people to actually engage with the issue. Other emotions too have these

dual qualities when it comes to politics in practice. Hope may lead one to follow habitual

patterns of political thinking and reasoning, and this may as often be a good thing as a

bad one depending on the particulars of the situation. Anxiety too suffers from the same

problem. While it may lead an individual to seek out more information, to cognitively

process that information and proceed with this new-found knowledge, one also has to

ask who is supplying the information and to what end? Often, it is the self–interested

politician who both raises the level of anxiety and presents the information that the cit-

144



izen is now primed to seek. We have no reason to believe that this information will be

balanced, or intended to help an individual make an informed and unbiased decision –

quite the opposite in fact.

This is not to say that we should eschew the role of emotions in political thinking

because of this duality. In fact, as stated previously, even though certain emotions like

anger might have some negative consequences, emotions as a whole are necessary for

one to be able to reason effectively. If we accept, knowingly, that emotions, sometimes

for the better, sometimes for the worse, might alter the way that citizens engage with

politics, but that they’re a necessary and real part of that engagement, we might then

better understand the route to greater acceptance of the other object of this inquiry,

compromise.

In many ways, it is the rhetoric of compromise that has so often been under as-

sault. The solution, though impossible to police, might be to simply encourage a greater

rhetoric of respect. When politicians from one party refer to those in the other as being

“good”, “reasonable”, or identified as someone that people like to work with, it opens the

possibility for compromise through raising the regard for other actors in the process.

Just as politicians might not realize the cost bestowed upon them by invoking anger to

get elected until it’s too late, they might also not realize the benefit that could accrue to

themselves and others by raising the respective regard that they and in turn, others, hold

towards politicians as a whole. High regard could allow for the type of negotiating and

compromising that no longer seems possible, and in turn, the large achievements that
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many who enter public office surely crave.

This rhetoric doesn’t require a disregarding of principles, but could be thought of

more as the type of professional standard setting that many professional organizations

engage in as part of their core mission. By understanding and considering the conse-

quences of stoking the anger of an electorate, politicians whose safety is assured might

be the one’s to lead the charge toward a rhetoric that seeks to raise the regard of the polit-

ical class as a whole with the hope that the consequence of this rhetorical shift is greater

achievements for themselves, and for the country.

While this is clearly a long–shot, not understanding the effect that an angry elec-

torate has on one’s ability to engage in political compromise is certainly an important

lacuna in our understanding of mass political behavior and in turn, its effect on the po-

litical process. A lacuna that this research has hopefully begun to fill.
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