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Political hostility in the United States is more and more becoming personal
hostility. New findings suggest that the sources of dispute in contemporary life
go far beyond ideological differences or mere polarization. They have become
elemental, almost tribal, tapping into ingroup loyalty and outgroup enmity.
“Hostile feelings for the opposing party are ingrained or automatic in
voters’ minds,” Shanto Iyengar, a political scientist at Stanford, and Sean
Westwood, a postdoctoral researcher at Princeton, wrote in a July 2014 paper
“Fear and Loathing Across Party Lines.” Partisans now discriminate against
their adversaries “to a degree that exceeds discrimination based on race.” The
authors find that this discrimination pervades decision making of all kinds,
from hiring to marriage choices.
In a separate 2012 study, “Affect, Not Ideology,” Iyengar and two other
colleagues used a polling method known as a “thermometer rating” to measure
how Democrats and Republicans feel about each other. The temperature scale
goes from 1 to 100. One means the respondent feels cold toward the group;
100 implies that the respondent has warm feelings. Iyengar and his colleagues
found in 2008 that Democrat and Republican ratings of the opposition party
had dropped to just below 32 degrees. In comparison, Protestants gave
Catholics a 66 rating, Democrats gave “big business” a 51, and Republicans
rated “people on welfare” at 50.
One of the most striking findings of Iyengar’s 2012 paper is the dramatic
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increase in the percentages of members of both parties who would be upset if
their children married someone in the opposition party (shown in figure 1).
From 1960 to 2010, the percentage of Democrats and Republicans who
said that members of their own party were more intelligent than those in the
opposition party grew from 6 percent to 48 percent; the percentage describing
members of the opposition party as “selfish” rose from 21 percent to 47
percent.
Iyengar and Westwood contend that the conflict between Democrats and
Republicans is based more on deeply rooted “in group” versus “out group”
sensibilities than on ideology.
In an email exchange, Iyengar speculated on a number of reasons for the
increase in polarization:
Residential neighborhoods are politically homogeneous as are social media networks. I
suspect this is one of the principal reasons for the significantly increased rate of same
party marriages. In 1965, a national survey of married couples showed around sixty
five percent agreement among couples. By 2010, the agreement rate was near 90
percent.

The result, according to Iyengar, is that “since interpersonal contact
across the party divide is infrequent, it is easier for people to buy into the
caricatures and stereotypes of the out party and its supporters.”
Iyengar’s findings are backed up by a 2014 Pew Research Center study
that revealed that “the level of antipathy that members of each party feel
toward the opposing party has surged over the past two decades.” Fully 36
percent of Republicans and 27 percent of Democrats believe the opposition
party’s policies “are so misguided that they threaten the nation’s wellbeing,”
Pew found.
More recently, a group of four scholars working with Jonathan Haidt, a
professor at New York University’s Stern School of Business, and Thomas
Talhelm, a doctoral candidate in social psychology at the University of
Virginia, have developed a new line of inquiry into the causes and nature of
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polarization. Their paper, “Liberals Think More Analytically Than
Conservatives,” was published online in December. It argues that
partisans on both sides believe different facts, use different economic theories, and
hold differing views of history. But might the differences run even deeper? Do liberals
and conservatives process the same set of facts with different cultural thought styles?

The answer, according to Talhelm, Haidt and their colleagues: “liberals
and conservatives in the same country think as if they were from different
cultures.”
These researchers argue that liberals share a propensity for analytic
thinking and have
a stronger preference for deep thought and a rejection of simple solutions. Liberals are
more tolerant of ambiguity and uncertainty, and they have less of a need for order,
structure and closure.

Analytic thinking, in this view, “emphasizes slicing up the world and
analyzing objects individually, divorced from context — much like scientific
analysis requires thinkers to separate complex phenomena into separate
parts.” Talhelm elaborated in a phone conversation: The analytic thinking
typical of liberals is “more conscious, more focused on the rules of logic.”
Conversely, these researchers define holistic thinking – which they
consider more typical of conservatives — as “seeing scenes as a whole and
seeing people as a product of situations.” Talhelm described this style of
thought as “more automatic, caught up in emotions, and in some ways less
adherent to the rules of logic.”
Talhelm wrote me in an email that “analytic thinkers tend to do better in
engineering, and they hold more patents for inventions. But holistic/intuitive
thinkers tend to do better in more social fields, such as early childhood
education and marketing.” One study in the 1960s, he said, “found that
analytic thinkers were more likely to have long hair (for men) and short skirts
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(women).”
In their 2014 paper, Talhelm and his coauthors
hypothesize that liberals think more analytically because liberal culture is more
individualistic, with looser social bonds, more emphasis on selfexpression, and a
priority on individual identities over group identities.

Conservatives, in this analysis, are more dedicated to their communities
and to the idea of community than liberals. Conservatism, they write,
is often associated with rural areas, where people are enmeshed in tightknit
communities and are more likely to know the people they see walking on the street.
Conservatism is also associated with interconnected groups, such as churches,
fraternities, and the military.

Talhelm and his colleagues suggest a different interpretation for the
words “individualism,” which traditionally is associated with conservatism,
and “collectivism,” which is often linked to liberalism:
Collectivism is not generalized sharing with “other people.” Collectivism is a system of
tight social ties and responsibilities, but less trust and weaker ties toward strangers — a
stronger ingroup/outgroup distinction. Conservatives care deeply about close others,
but they may dislike welfare programs because those programs serve strangers or even
people from outgroups.

Liberal individualism focuses on the self and personal fulfillment. As
Talhelm put it:
If you see the world as all individuals, then welfare recipients are individuals too, just
like you. Indeed analytic thinkers are more likely to agree with statements about
universalism — “all people are equal”; “an African life is worth as much as an American
life.”
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Looking at the issue of partisan conflict in historical terms, Keith T. Poole,
a political scientist at the University of Georgia, explained via email that
polarization was very high before the Civil War, and again in the 1880s and
1890s “at the height of industrial capitalism” when the parties split over “gold
vs. silver, taxes, tariffs, labor organization and inflation.” Starting in the 1960s,
when race came to the forefront, Poole wrote, other issues involving nothing to
do with economics — gun control, gay rights, sexual issues — began to be
drawn into the “liberal” vs. “conservative” dimension. Now almost every issue
from foreign policy to taxes to lifestyle issues has been drawn into the left vs.
right alignment.
The work of Iyengar, Talhelm and Haidt adds a new layer to the study of
polarization. In seminal work, scholars like Nolan McCarty, Jacob Hacker and
Paul Pierson, political scientists at Princeton, Yale and Berkeley, respectively,
have stressed the key role of external factors in deepening our political schism,
including inequality, the nationalization of politics, immigration and the fast
approaching moment when whites will no longer be in the majority.
David Leege, political scientist emeritus at Notre Dame, provided further
insight into the economic forces exacerbating polarization:
the pool of underemployed and unemployed semiskilled labor and their former
managers, accountants, etc. have been ripped from the productive (assemblyline) and
social institutions (organized labor, health care, ethnic and industrial bars) that
ordered their lives and assured a meaningful place in their communities. For the
persons who worked hard and more or less lived by the rules, there is no longer the
pride of breadwinning and selfsufficiency brought to home or church or neighborhood
interactions. These people are setups for polarizing political appeals.

Iyengar, Talhelm and Haidt do not reject the importance of these external
factors. But they do argue that the depth of our polarization reflects ingrained
personal, cognitive and psychosocial traits — traits that are, in Iyengar’s word,
“primal.”
This is not an easy problem for politicians to solve. Republican and
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Democratic leaders are struggling to moderate their parties’ most extreme
ideological positioning. But if polarization reflects primal aspects of the human
condition, particularly when we are under stress, it isn’t going anywhere.
However much they might want to pitch themselves toward the center,
politicians will feel the need to tap into the energy, not to mention the primary
votes, that ideological purity provides. It is this contradiction between purity
and pragmatism that will shape the political landscape for the foreseeable
future.
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