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What About Affective
Polarization?

Morris P. Fiorina

We argue that affective polarization is largely distinct from the ideological divide, and that
extremity in issue opinions is not a necessary condition for affective polarization.

—Shanto lyengar and coauthors (my emphasis)’

Highly sorted partisans will be biased against their out-party friends, neighbors, and romantic
interests, no matter what they think about political issues.

—Lilliana Mason (my emphasis)?

Although seemingly contrarian, data-based arguments like those offered in our 2005 book
Culture War generally were accepted as other scholars examined the data.® Nevertheless,
qualitative impressions of the toxic state of American politics seemed (and still seem) out
of proportion to the actual differences that citizens expressed on public policy issues.
Consequently, the discussion of polarization moved in a new direction, as indicated in the
above quotes. Perhaps scholars were looking for the explanation of “toxic partisanship” in the
wrong place. Maybe it was not something that existed on a cognitive level based on policy dis-
agreements about what to do about healthcare, income inequality, gay rights, assault weapons,
climate change, and myriad other issues. Maybe partisan polarization reflected more emo-
tional, affective, gut-level feelings and beliefs about one’s party and the opposing party. The
notion that partisan polarization was affectively based rather than cognitively based was par-
ticularly attractive to psychologically oriented scholars in the political behavior subfield who
could bring an arsenal of psychological concepts and theories to bear on the question.

Although affective polarization struck me as a plausible hypothesis that deserved investi-
gation, it made a quick transition from hypothesis to accepted finding not only across the
research community in the United States but across similar communities around the world.*
It is a rare day that Google Scholar does not call attention to research reports on affective
polarization not only in the usual Western European suspects but also in Chile, Israel, Serbia,
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New Zealand, and numerous other faraway places.® This rapid transition in the affective
polarization research program brings to mind a runaway train that roared through a number
of scientific stations where it should have at least slowed, if not stopped. Although | continue
to believe that affective polarization deserves consideration as a plausible hypothesis, | also
believe that its widespread acceptance has been too uncritical. This essay briefly raises sev-
eral questions about the affective polarization research program proceeding from the obvi-
ous to the more fundamental.

THE CHASM BETWEEN DATA AND INTERPRETATIONS

Over the past few decades American politics has become like a bitter sports rivalry, in which
the parties hang together mainly out of sheer hatred of the other team.

—Alan Abramowitz and Steven Webster (my emphasis)®

Although most liberals feel conflicted about the Democratic party, they really hate the
Republican Party. And even though most conservatives feel conflicted about the Republican
Party, they really hate the Democratic Party.

—Yascha Mounk (my emphasis)’

Contemporary American politics is notable for its staggeringly high levels of division and
partisan antipathy.

—Steven Webster (my emphasis)®

A poisonous cocktail of othering, aversion, and moralization poses a threat to democracy.

—Eli J. Finkel and fourteen coauthors (my emphasis)®

Findings like these are very sobering. In a society full of such poisonous hatred, it’s surprising
that so many voters dare to leave their houses on Election Day. Are things really that bad?

As lyengar and colleagues note, the “most central” or “primary” measure of affective polarization
is the American National Election Study (ANES) thermometer score.’® This survey item reads,

I’d like to get your feelings toward some of our political leaders and other people who are in the
news these days. I'll read the name of a person and I’d like you to rate that person using some-
thing we call the feeling thermometer. Ratings between 50 degrees and 100 degrees mean that
you feel favorable and warm toward the person. Ratings between O degrees and 50 degrees
mean that you don’t feel favorable toward the person and that you don’t care too much for that
person. You would rate the person at the 50-degree mark if you don’t feel particularly warm or

cold toward the person.
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Figure 1 shows that ratings of the opposition party have steadily declined since the late
1980s. These ratings are numbers, but whether those numbers constitute “hatred,”
“loathing,” “
| am sure that there are days when my wife rates me at 20 degrees (maybe even lower), but
| doubt that she would say she loathes me even on such days. In fact, there are numerous

reasons noted in the literature that suggest a significant gulf between the numbers elicited

staggeringly high antipathy,” or a “poisonous cocktail” are interpretations.

by measures of affective polarization and the all-too-common overheated interpretations
of those numbers."

If one happens to watch a baseball game on TV, say the Giants versus the Dodgers, at some
point in the game the camera will likely focus on two guys drinking beer and yukking it up,
with one wearing a Dodgers jersey and the other a Giants jersey. If a scholar were to admin-
ister the thermometer measure, each fan probably would rate his friend’s fans at zero. This is
an example of partisan “cheerleading,” a kind of expressive responding. Answering a ques-
tion on a survey is basically costless—it is cheap talk. Why not just respond in a way that

expresses some inner consideration, rather than a true belief? “Yea for my team, boo for
yours,” as in this example.

FIGURE 1 Average thermometer ratings of parties
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The most striking examples of expressive responding found in the literature are studies of
partisan misperception. Various polls report disturbing partisan distortions of reality: half
of Republicans claim that weapons of mass destruction actually were found in Iraqg after

the US invasion, and a majority of Democrats contend that inflation rose during the Reagan
administration.'? As it turns out, however, if respondents are paid for giving correct answers,
nearly half the misperceptions disappear, suggesting that a significant number of people
know the correct answer but take the opportunity to dump on the other team when there is
no cost to indulging their partisanship and some psychological benefit in doing so.”® Studies
that find little tendency to actually discriminate in behavior, despite a willingness to discrimi-
nate verbally, suggest that many such responses are expressive."

Other researchers point out that in many surveys the partisan objects being rated are unclear.
When Democrats rate “Republicans,” are they thinking of the neighbor with a Trump sign

in his yard, or are they thinking of Donald Trump and Ann Coulter? When Republicans rate
“Democrats,” are they thinking of the neighbor with a Harris bumper sticker on his car or
Rachel Maddow and Joe Scarborough? Several studies find that ratings of ordinary partisans
are much less polarized than ratings of partisan exemplars.!® Moreover, research shows that
when queried simply about parties, voters seem to think of the exemplars, rather than ordi-
nary Democrats and Republicans, suggesting that affective polarization of ordinary partisans
is exaggerated.

A widely noted study by Ahler and Sood illustrates both cheerleading and party exem-
plars.® The scholars asked people to estimate what proportions of Republicans and
Democrats came from different social groups. The reported estimates were wildly inac-
curate. For example, Republicans estimated that 38 percent of Democrats were LGBT and
36 percent were atheists or agnostics. The actual percentages at the time were 6 percent
and 9 percent, respectively. Democrats in turn estimated that 44 percent of Republicans
were senior citizens and that the same percentage made more than $250,000 per year. The
actual figures at the time were 21 percent and 2 percent, respectively. Do Republicans and
Democrats really believe the numbers they report, or do Republicans find it satisfying to dis-
miss Democrats as gay atheists, while Democrats find it satisfying to dismiss Republicans
as rich old bigots? And even among those who do believe such erroneous figures, are they
basing their estimates on ordinary partisans they know or the exemplars they see on FOX
and MSNBC?

In sum, the research literature provides reasons to believe that many reported findings on
affective polarization exaggerate its extent and intensity. Yet, | am not aware of any findings
that show the contrary: considerations that would lead to systematic understating rather than
overstating affective polarization. This surely is good news. A country in which Republicans
and Democrats loathe their neighbors in the other party is likely in more trouble than a
country in which Republicans loathe America-hating atheists and Democrats hate evolution-
denying racists. There is hope that the latter misperceptions may be countered, given that
accurate data can overcome them, at least in theory, although studies suggest that it is diffi-
cult in practice.””
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FIGURE 2 Ascent of Man Scale
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BEYOND THERMOMETERS

Affective polarization among ordinary citizens has reached the point where party affiliation
is now a litmus test for interpersonal relations.

—Shanto lyengar and Masha Krupenkin'®

Although thermometer ratings are the “workhorse” measure of affective polarization, the pre-
ceding cautions against too literal interpretations of those scores apply to other measures as
well. For example, going back to the two baseball fans in the preceding section, | suspect that
if | were to show them another measure, the Ascent of Man Scale (figure 2), each would likely
say that the other team’s fans look like one of the monkey or ape figures on the far left. Such
responses obviously should not be taken at face value without further analysis.

The same goes for various “social distance” measures. A decade ago, my friend Shanto lyengar
became the envy of his colleagues for a study that achieved widespread notice in the
professional and popular media.!® He reported that in 1960 the proportion of parents

who would be upset if a child married someone of the other party was a trivial 5 percent
for Republicans and 4 percent for Democrats. Fifty years later, those figures had surged:
one-quarter of Republicans and one-fifth of Democrats would now be upset.2° Talk about
affective party polarization! Contemporary American parents would prefer that a child
marry across racial lines than partisan lines. Although the study has been subject to some
qualifications, | focus here on the question of taking the reported figures at face value.?'

Eitan Hersh administered a survey in six New England states, New York, and Pennsylvania.
Respondents who were asked lyengar’s question about marrying someone from the other
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TABLE1 WOULD YOU BE UPSET IF YOUR CHILD
MARRIED A ?

lyengar (%) Hersh (%)
Democrat 20 19
Republican 27 32
Red Sox fan 17
Yankee fan 18
Phillies fan 20
Mets fan 20

Source: See Hersh 2016, note 22

party gave answers roughly in line with lyengar’s findings (table 1), with northeastern
Democrats (Hersh’s findings) expressing even more negativity toward having a Republican
in-law than did Democrats nationally.

Hersh also asked respondents whether they were baseball fans. A bit less that 60 percent
said yes, about the same proportion as claiming a Republican or Democratic party iden-
tification. He then asked Red Sox fans whether they would object to a child marrying a
Yankee fan, and vice versa, and Phillies fans whether they would object to a child marrying
a Mets fan, and vice versa. Hersh’s results were just a bit lower than lyengar’s marriage fig-
ures but in the same ballpark. About one out of five parents would object to a child marrying
across fandom lines. Yet, rather than writing that baseball fandom was much more divisive
than previously recognized, Hersh states, “What’s likely happening here is that in both cases
of sports and politics, these survey respondents are offering a lot of hot air. ... It’s not that
partisans actually hate each other (as the social identity perspective typically infers), but
rather that they permit themselves to play a role in a game.”?2

Other evidence supports Hersh’s view that the aversion to interparty marriages is exaggerated.
Washington Post reporters found a 1939 survey that queried respondents about the impor-
tance of eighteen desirable marriage qualities in a partner.23 In 1939 “similar political back-
ground” ranked dead last and only rose one rank by 2013. Also of interest were the qualities
that changed most over seven decades. Among women, the biggest gainer was education/
intelligence, which rose from rank 11 to 4; the second-biggest gainer was “good looks,”
which rose from rank 14 to rank 8. So, according to this survey, American women would
much rather marry a smart hunk than someone who shares their partisanship.?*

6

MORRIS P. FIORINA » WHAT ABOUT AFFECTIVE POLARIZATION?



HAS ANYONE ACTUALLY MEASURED AFFECTIVE
POLARIZATION?

Affective polarization is increasingly studied comparatively, and virtually all studies that do so
operationalize it using the feeling thermometer. Yet this survey instrument has not yet been
validated in a multi-party context.

—Noam Gidron, Lior Sheffer, and Guy Mor?®

Indeed! But not only in a multiparty context: Has the feeling thermometer been validated in
any context as a measure of affect??®¢ When first encountering the flood of affective polariza-
tion studies, | assumed that | had somehow overlooked a line of research demonstrating that
thermometer scores were valid measures of affect. During my 1980s stint on the ANES board,
we viewed thermometer ratings as left-hand-side variables.?” By that time, political methods
scholars were advising the research community to use limited dependent variable methods,
such as logit and probit, when analyzing binary variables like the Democratic or Republican
vote choice or ordinal variables like a strongly approve to strongly disapprove approval scale.
Thermometer ratings provided a continuous measure that could be analyzed with standard
statistical methods.?8 What factors contributed to the scores would be determined analytically
by putting explanatory variables on the right-hand side. As best as | recall, there was no pre-
sumption that affective variables were the primary determinants of thermometer responses. In
fact, affect and trait batteries were added to the ANES time series in the 1990s as a response
to complaints from the community that the survey was lacking in affective measures.

There is good evidence that the survey instrument is reliable.?® However, despite being used for
more than a decade as a measure of affective polarization, only recently have there been seri-
ous attempts to assess whether the thermometer scale has construct validity: Does it measure
affect and not something else or in addition to something else?3° Does Donald Trump earn a low
rating because of his crude remarks and questionable personal history or because the respon-
dent disagrees with Trump’s positions on the issues? Did Joe Biden earn a low rating because
of his age-related verbal gaffes or because the respondent disagreed with Biden’s spending and
border policies? My first reaction to trends like those in figure 1 was akin to those of Rogowski
and Sutherland, Bougher, and Abramowitz and Webster.3! As figure 3 shows, voters now per-
ceive that party differences are much greater than in earlier decades, an accurate recognition
of the sorting described in Essay 2, “Once More Unto the Breach: Is America Polarized?” One
need not resort to any psychological theories to infer that people who disagree with others will
like the others less than if they agreed with them.®? But no, say affective polarization research-
ers. Affective partisanship occurs in addition to or even unrelated to issue disagreement.

Only recently have scholars begun to conduct a serious conversation about the construct
validity of thermometer scores. In an impressive series of articles, members of a new gen-
eration of scholars have moved our understanding of thermometer scores (and other mea-
sures of affective polarization) forward.3® Although this is a welcome development, such a
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FIGURE 3 Americans See That the Parties Have Become More Distinct

90
80
70+
60
50
40 +
30

Voters perceiving greater
party differences (%)

20
104

0

1952 1960 1964 1968 1972 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 2008 2012 2016

Source: Data from ANES

conversation should have begun a decade ago before the affective polarization train was
let loose on the tracks. The conversation is still ongoing, but it currently suggests that policy
considerations clearly make a significant contribution to measures of affective polarization.

PARTISANSHIP AS SOCIAL IDENTITY

The psychological theory most often cited in support of studies of affective polarization is
social identity theory.3* As one proponent writes, “We suggest that the cumulative relation-
ship between social identities and partisan identities creates a generalized politicization

of Americans’ otherwise nonpolitical identities.”3% The key part of the argument for a social
identity theory of contemporary partisanship is that, more than in the past, group identities
today “stack up” or reinforce, rather than crosscut. A consequence of this “great alignment”
partisanship has become a “mega-identity” that subsumes other group identities: “one tribe
to bind them all.”36

There are some questions about applying social identity theory to contemporary partisanship.
For one thing, the theory posits that in-group feelings are stronger than out-group feelings,
but most empirical studies report the opposite.3” As figure 1 shows, own-party ratings have
changed little, but other-party ratings have dropped significantly; thus, heightened partisan
hostility would seem to be more a product of out-party feelings. Some studies note this con-
flict between theory and data but then quickly move on. Another problem is that Tajfel (the
seminal figure in social identity theory) defined an attitude as having affective, cognitive, and
evaluative dimensions, a definition that seems in some conflict with the argument that the
affective and cognitive are independent or can be cleanly separated.®® Nevertheless, studies
of affective polarization typically doff their hat to social identity theory without attempting to
resolve these apparent conflicts between theory and empirical findings.

8

MORRIS P. FIORINA » WHAT ABOUT AFFECTIVE POLARIZATION?



Another problem involves empirical findings that in combination do not seem consistent with
the theory or with each other. If today’s partisanship is a widespread mega-identity, why do
significantly fewer people express such an identity now compared to the past? During the
mid-twentieth century, fully three-quarters of the electorate claimed to be either Republicans
or Democrats. Today that figure stands lower than 60 percent. One school of thought rejects
voters’ responses, arguing that many independents are actually closet partisans; therefore, if
leaning independents are reclassified as partisans, today’s electorate is equally as partisan
as that in the 1950s.%° The evidence for that position is weaker than commonly believed, but
even if we were to accept that argument, it leads to an obvious next question: If that identity
is so important, why do significant numbers of people keep itin the closet? Wouldn’t people
proudly display their mega-identity? Diehard Yankee fans wear their jerseys into Fenway Park
(at some risk to life and limb) and ditto for Red Sox fans at Yankee Stadium.

In sum, the social-identity-based literature on partisan identities claims that

1. most people have deep partisan (mega) identities,

2. but significant numbers of these people (independent leaners) will not admit that
they hold such identities,

3. and even partisans who have these identities don’t like potential in-laws who talk
about them.*0

There seems to be some tensions here.

| hasten to emphasize that none of this is to deny the existence of partisan identities. Such
identities were common in my parents’ and grandparents’ generations. They were Catholics,
the men belonged to unions, and they were Democrats. These partisan identities seemed to
my young ears equally as strong as the social group identities that underlay them. | can recall
loud arguments at family get-togethers when younger members of the family mused about
voting for Eisenhower. But | rarely see such identities today. What | see are partisan self-
classifications largely based on what the two parties stand for.#!

WHY WERE NONIDENTITY CONCEPTS OF PARTISAN
IDENTIFICATION EVER ADOPTED?

Identity-based concepts of party identification are now widely accepted, but why were
they ever abandoned by some and at least questioned by others in the first place? The
Michigan School’s conception of party identity was rooted in the idea of social groups.*?
True, the idea was not very well developed, but the Michigan conception and today’s social
identity approach clearly share a common lineage. Why then did our leading journals pub-
lish four articles in a five-year period by then-younger scholars (excepting Converse) that
attempted to ground partisan identification in political factors such as issues, ideology, and
performance?+3
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1. John Jackson, “Issues, Party Choices, and Presidential Votes,” American Journal of
Political Science, 1975

2. Morris Fiorina, “An Outline for a Model of Party Choice,” American Journal of Political
Science, 1977

3. Benjamin Page and Calvin Jones, “Reciprocal Effects of Policy Preferences, Party
Loyalties, and the Vote,” American Political Science Review, 1979

4. Gregory Markus and Philip Converse, “A Dynamic Simultaneous Equations Model of the
Electoral Choice,” American Political Science Review, 1979

To that generation of scholars, the Michigan School’s conception of party ID in particular and
voting behavior in general appeared inconsistent with the political turmoil that was occurring
in the 1960s and early 1970s (table 2).

George Wallace, a segregationist, got 14 percent of the national vote in 1968 and made serious
inroads into the Democratic blue-collar base. The Democrats lost nearly 40 percent of their
1964 vote eight years later as racial issues and the Vietnam war disrupted the New Deal coali-
tion. Why were voters in those elections seemingly paying more attention to issues and perfor-
mance and less to group identities than earlier research had concluded? Party ID was thought
to be the “unmoved mover,” but Democratic ID surged 5 percent in 1964 and then plunged
12 percent in eight years from its 1964 high. Why were the numbers of political independents
growing? Was partisan identification really something learned at an early age and largely
devoid of political content?

Political change then caused scholars to think differently. Someday the present era of elec-
toral stasis will end. And when rapid political change next occurs, how will social identity
scholars explain it? When the associations between particular social identities and parties
change, as they did a half-century ago, what will be the reason given?** The answer is very
likely again to be issues and performance that disrupted the prevailing associations between

TABLE2 THE CHAOTIC SIXTIES

Democratic Democratic
Year presidential vote (%) party ID (%)
1960 49.7 47
1964 61.1 52
1968 42.7 46
1972 37.5 40

Source: Author’s compilation
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parties and social groups. As Levendusky concludes, the affective and ideological are inextri-
cably linked.#®

CODA

This essay raises scientific questions about the affective polarization program. It did not
address another large literature that takes existing findings at face value and proceeds to the
conclusion that levels of affective polarization pose a threat to the very survival of our democ-
racy.*® | will not enter this intellectual thicket, because discussion of the consequences of
affective polarization before we have accurately described and analyzed it is premature. But
it is worth making one observation that comes from considering the United States in a com-
parative context. As noted in an earlier footnote, comparative studies using the thermometer
measure place the United States near the middle of twenty developed democracies—one
study puts the US in thirteenth place.*” The most affective polarized democracy—Switzerland!
An uncritical acceptance of thermometer scores in particular and of affective polarization
research findings in general suggests that a long-standing democracy, located in the heart

of Western Europe, actually is a boiling kettle of resentments. Who knew?

NEXT: ECONOMIC ANXIETY OR CULTURAL BACKLASH:
WHICH IS KEY TO TRUMP’S SUPPORT?
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