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Abstract: One of the defining characteristics of intergroup violence is often a disengagement of
empathy when considering members of disliked or despised groups – resulting in dehumanization.
In this paper, we seek to understand whether political rhetoric by elites has the power to grant
legitimacy to violence towards such target groups, thus enabling violent acts. We argue that polit-
ical rhetoric that targets minority groups resonates with people of an authoritarian predisposition,
particularly under conditions of threat. We argue that such appeals allow for the down-regulation
of empathy among authoritarians, which in turn facilitates the activation of authoritarian aggres-
sion toward members of targeted groups, making violence both seem more acceptable and more
likely to be committed. In light of the increasing influence of right-wing populism across much of
Europe and the United States, we consider the role of right-wing rhetoric in targeting minority
groups within society, such as Mexican immigrants in the U.S. and Muslim immigrants in the U.K.
In this paper, we propose an experimental design to test our hypotheses that 1) in the absence of
perceived threats, authoritarians are as capable as non-authoritarians of empathizing with Mus-
lim immigrants, 2) among authoritarians, right-wing appeals increase support for and willingness
to participate in violence against immigrants, and 3) this willingness is in part attributable to a
down-regulation of empathy.
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A common accusation lobbied against American President Donald Trump, even before he was

elected in 2016, is that his rhetoric contains elements of racism and ethnocentrism, fomenting

violence against minorities and Trump’s dissenters (Wilson 2017). Similarly, the UK Independence

Party and its members, such as Nigel Farage, have been labeled a "party of bigots" (Andreau 2013).

These accusations are perhaps not without merit. For example, President Trump has repeatedly

signaled out Mexican immigrants as violent drug traffickers and rapists, at times advocating for

their "rough" treatment from police.2 Similarly, in the U.K., Nigel Farage has said, "On the question

of Islamification, we have to do a bit more to teach our children of the values of our Judeo-Christian

society." He went to add, "If you’re not prepared as a nation to stand up for your culture and your

values then those cultures and values will be threatened."3

Many wonder, with good reason, what consequences such speech has for those who are targets

of the rhetoric, and it has been speculated that this type of speech walks a fine line between

constitutionally protected speech and incitement. According to the Southern Poverty Law Center

in the United States, during the first 10 days following Donald Trump’s election, the number of

reported incidents against minority targets spiked to 900 incidents from a weekly average of a

several dozen, with many perpetrators invoking the name of the then-President-elect Trump (?).4

Similarly, The Home Office in the UK received a 42% uptick in reported hate crimes in the month

following the British referendum to withdraw from the European Union (Brexit) (Mortimer 2016).

Recent research has even linked proximity, both spacial and temporal, to Donald Trump campaign

rallies to an increase in assaults (Morrison et al. 2018, reported by the New York Times).

Links between rhetoric and violence are important given their potential effects, but are also

tenuous and causal inference is elusive. Further, at least in American jurisprudence, such speech

falls into a legal gray area. The First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution protects both hate

speech as well as the advocacy of violence,“except where such advocacy is directed to inciting or

producing imminent lawless action and is likely to incite or produce such action,” as decided by the
2July 2017 speech by Trump to Long Island law enforcement.
3https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y_RKEhT6-f8
4One recently published, though currently unavailable study found that cities that hosted Trump rallies dur-

ing the campaign were associated with higher assault rates on the day of the rally. Similar effects were not
found for cities that hosted rallies for his opponent, former Secretary of State, Hilary Clinton. Source NYT:
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/16/us/trump-rally-violence.html
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U.S. Supreme Court in Ohio v. Brandenburg. This precedent results in wide discretion for public

officials and private citizens alike in the use of their speech to target groups or members of groups

they dislike. While any violence that might result against such targeted groups most assuredly

remains an illegal and punishable offense, even the advocacy of that violence is protected, so long

as no provable link exists between speech advocating violence and any action that might result.

The focus of this study is not on the perpetrators of violence per se, but on the effect of right-

wing rhetoric from the “top down” and how this rhetoric from the political elites fosters public

attitudes of acceptance for hostile actions toward members of target groups, creating a culture in

which right-wing violence is perceived as acceptable behavior. Extremist violence can be viewed

as the “tip of the iceberg” (Perliger 2017; Shprinzak 1985), floating atop a rising tide of cultural

acceptance for extremist violence, making it imperative to understand how to recognize the early

warning signs and their consequences. This growing acceptance for extremist aggression leads to

the empowerment of extreme-right-wing groups and individuals, resulting in rising levels of violence

(Perliger 2012).

Our study aims to map out a path from right-wing appeals – appeals that single out minor-

ity groups as threats to mainstream society – to the acceptance of minority-targeted violence. In

doing so, we focus on how right-wing appeals interact with individual-level predispositions in au-

thoritarianism to decrease empathic concern for minorities, thereby increasing the acceptance of

minority-targeted violence. In other words, we present a moderated mediation model to explain

how intergroup violence can be incited through the use of right-wing appeals.

In this paper, we propose an experimental design to test our model. Our design exposes all

subjects to a vignette containing a human-interest story about a Muslim immigrant and his family,

carefully designed and pretested to be generally sympathetic. Participants will then be randomly

assigned to receive a second segment of the story containing one of three messages from popular

right-wing leaders (e.g., Nigel Farage, Donald Trump): a right-wing appeal (normative threat),

right-wing appeal plus violence endorsement, humanitarian appeal, or a control condition where

no appeal is made. We then will measure sympathy towards the individual in the vignette as well

as acceptance of violence against immigrants and willingness to participate in violence using items
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adapted from Altermeyer’s (1996) posse scale. This study importantly identifies the constituent

parts of political violence and seeks to provide an explanation of the psychological processes involved

when political elites choose to use their platforms, wittingly or otherwise, to incite violence. In

identifying the key channels by which members of society of particular personality predispositions,

who are otherwise generally disengaged from politics, may be encouraged to participate in the

violent persecution of minorities, it is potentially possible to seek methods of inoculation against

the type of rhetoric often espoused by right-wing elites.

We focus on authoritarians as the authoritarian predisposition has long been linked to ourgroup

aggress. Moreover, authoritarians make up a large enough section of the population that their

political attitudes and behavior should have important consequences for society. For example,

Hetherington and Weiler (2009), using the child-rearing battery, report that in 2004, 15.8% of the

people surveyed scored at the maximum of the authoritarianism measure. Similar numbers are

found for 2006 and 2008, with 17.3% and 21%, respectively, scoring at the maximum of the scale.5

Similarly, for the 2000 ANES, 14.7% of the sample also obtained the highest scores on the measure

using the child-rearing battery. This indicates that authoritarians are not simply some "fringe"

members of society. Moreover, in the 2000 ANES sample, approximately 81% of conservatives

scored at the middle of the authoritarian scale or above, indicating that authoritarians are an

important part of the conservative constituency.

Authoritarianism

Authoritarian predispositions incline individuals towards attitudes and behaviors concerned with

structuring society and social interactions in ways that enhance sameness and minimize diversity

of people, beliefs, and behaviors. It tends to produce stances that have the effect of glorifying,

encouraging, and rewarding uniformity and of disparaging, suppressing, and punishing difference,

particularly when it is perceived that legitimate authorities demand that threats to social cohe-

sion be dealt with. An authoritarian’s worldview creates a lens through which these individuals

observe the world in black and white terms, drawing distinct lines that define the normative order,
5Sources for the surveys are ANES (2004), CCES (2006), and AmericasBarometer by LAPOP (2008).
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legitimacy, and what and who exhibit these traits (Duckitt 1989). These demands for behavioral

constraints include “legal discrimination against minorities and restrictions on immigration; limits

on free speech, assembly, and association; and the regulation of moral behavior, for example, via

policies regarding school prayer, abortion, censorship and homosexuality, and punitive enforcement”

(Stenner 2005, p.17)

Recent approaches conceptualize authoritarianism as a predisposition defined by underlying con-

cerns for conformity and social order (Feldman 2003; Feldman and Stenner 1997; Stenner 2005).

The authoritarian predisposition is primarily concerned with the individual’s relationship to the

group, the appropriate norms for behavior, and the necessary role of authority for enforcing ad-

herence to shared norms of behavior (Duckitt 1989; Feldman 2003; Stenner 2005). According to

Stenner (2005), “[authoritarianism] becomes a “worldview” about the social values of obedience

and conformity (or freedom and difference), the prudent and just balance between group authority

and individual autonomy, and the appropriate use of (or limits on) that authority” (Stenner 2005,

p. 17). In sum, authoritarians tend to be concerned with social order, valuing conformity and

obedience over individual-autonomy, and submission to legitimate authorities. This worldview pre-

disposes individuals to display intolerant views of outgroups and to support punitive punishment

of norm violators.

While the pernicious effects of authoritarianism are often the focus of researchers’ attention,

these individuals can be seen as the vanguard of a cohesive society, and in many ways, they embody

the essence of humans’ social nature. Duckitt’s (1989) conceptualization of authoritarianism em-

phasized this ‘groupiness,’ as he understood authoritarianism to be an intense social identification

and attachment to important ingroups. From this intense attachment to one’s groups, according

to Duckitt (1989), comes the standard package of authoritarian beliefs and behavior, or facets of

authoritarianism identified by Altemeyer (1981).

[...]the greater the ingroup identification and consequent emphasis on and demand for

group cohesion:

1. Then first, the greater will be the emphasis on behavioral and attitudinal conformity

with ingroup norms and rules of conduct-that is, conventionalism.
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2. Second, the greater the emphasis will be on respect and unconditional obedience to

ingroup leaders and authorities-that is, authoritarian submission.

3. And third, the greater will be the intolerance of and punitiveness toward persons

not conforming to ingroup norms and rules-that is, authoritarian aggression. (Duckitt

1989, 70).

This concern for the protection of the group derogates the individual on the sidelines for the sake of

the group. This leads to a willingness to conform to perceived group norms, to follow authorities’

orders, and to take potentially risky and/or aggressive action on behalf of the group, especially

when directed to do so by legitimate leaders.

For these reasons, we believe that authoritarians should be prone to following both the orders

of authorities and perceived social norms, sometimes in surprising ways. While conventionalism

has historically been viewed as a central facet of authoritarianism (particularly in Altemeyer’s

work), a perhaps more fitting description is authoritarians’ conformity to what are perceived to be

established "norms and rules of conduct," rather than support for the status quo, or conventionalism,

per se (Feldman 2003; Stenner 2005). This leads us to speculate that several outcomes with regards

to authoritarian aggression can be expected, and the particular outcome depends on the perceived

demands of authority figures and/or the perceived social norms for intergroup interaction.

Along these lines, Oyamot Jr et al. (2012) provide evidence to suggest that authoritarians are

"norm followers." While most studies of authoritarianism highlight the xenophobic consequences of

authoritarianism, Oyamot Jr et al. (2012) demonstrate that authoritarians’ attitudes on immigra-

tion can be shaped by perceived social norms. When those norms are of a humanitarian nature,

authoritarians respond by becoming more tolerant of immigrants, in line with the perceived hu-

manitarian normative order. Thus, ff authoritarians believe that acceptance of immigrants is the

accepted norm, they will bring their attitudes in line with the perceived humanitarian normative

order.
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Threat & Authoritarianism

Authoritarians need not display their intolerant and punitive tendencies at all times. Rather,

according to the perspective of Feldman and Stenner, the attitudinal and, and perhaps behavioral,

manifestations of authoritarianism emerge when the social context directly “activates” these values

(e.g., Feldman 2003; Feldman and Stenner 1997; Stenner 2005; Lavine et al. 2005). That is, the

process by which the consequences of authoritarianism are materialized is inherently dynamic.

Only when threats to social order or cohesion are presents will authoritarians exhibit their well-

known intolerant, prejudiced, and punitive tendencies. Threat can come from specific groups

authoritarians may be confronted by, or from a more general perception of threats to the social order

(Feldman 2003; Feldman & Stenner 1997; Stenner 2005). As Stenner (2005) notes, authoritarianism

manifests itself when there exists "the experience or perception of disobedience to group authorities

or authorities unworthy of respect, nonconformity to group norms or norms proving questionable,

lack of consensus in group values and beliefs, and, in general, diversity and freedom ’run amok’" (p.

17). These threats are what Stenner (2005) refers to as "normative threat." When the normative

order is perceived to be threatened, authoritarianism can be seen as instrumental in developing

cohesion through their deference towards, and perhaps demands on, authorities to enforce and

foster sameness.

While threats activate the expression of authoritarian attitudes, we believe that authoritari-

ans should be less supportive of violence than when they experience perceived threat. That is,

the infamous characteristics of authoritarians tend to manifest themselves when authoritarians

find themselves in threatening situations. Additionally, in conditions of normative threat, non-

authoritarians’ attitudes and behaviors diverge from authoritarians – non-authoritarians become

more tolerant and inclusive. Evidence in support of this has been demonstrated in divergent re-

sponses across authoritarianism towards immigrants (Weise et al. 2012) and attitudinally dissimilar

others (Greenberg et al. 1990) under conditions of mortality salience, more selective exposure to

attitudinally congruent information among authoritarians, but only under conditions of threat

(Lavine et al. 2005), more negative immigrant attitudes among authoritarians in locations experi-

encing greater growth of immigrant populations (Velez and Lavine 2017), and so on. These results
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demonstrate the importance of threat for the activation of authoritarianism, and the polarizing

effect threat has between high and low authoritarians. At both ends of spectrum, the response to

threat tends to be in line with heightened expressions of one’s pre-existing worldview (Weise et al.

2012).

In terms of how authoritarianism relates to the acceptance of violence towards minorities specif-

ically, we theoretically would expect this relationship to be most pronounced under conditions

of normative threat.6 Under conditions of threat, authoritarians and non-authoritarians should

evince polarizing responses, with authoritarians becoming more accepting of violence and non-

authoritarians becoming less so. The mechanism by which we believe this outcome is driven is a

down-regulation of empathy for outgroups among authoritarians.

Empathy

Empathy “... allows one to quickly and automatically relate to the emotional states of others” (de

Waal 2008, p. 282). Human beings are social creatures and have evolved to rely on their social

ties in order to survive. For example, researchers have suggested that compassion “evolved as a

distinct affective experience whose primary function is to facilitate cooperation and protection of

the weak and those who suffer” (Goetz et al. 2010) and it may have helped to facilitate risk-pooling

and the sharing of resources among early humans (Delton et al. 2018). Arguably, these drives are

still reflected in modern politics (Petersen 2012).

While some cognitive components of empathetic ability, such as perspective taking, may be

automatic de Waal (2008), there are a wide variety of situations in which humans must be able

to exert control over empathic response Preston and de Waal (2002). In some circumstances, for

example when people perceive deserving others (Petersen 2012, e.g.) in need, empathy is ‘up-

regulated’ into sympathy and compassion. In this situation, empathy motivates people to ‘feel

concern for another’ (i.e. sympathy) and ‘desire to diminish [their] suffering’ (i.e. compassion), as

described by Feldman et al. (2017) (see also: Goetz et al. 2010).7

6There is some evidence to suggest that authoritarians may just be more accepting of violence in general (Benjamin
2006; Gutting nd), which makes sense given a core facet of authoritarianism is authoritarian aggression.

7In his succinct chapter entitled: “These Things Called Empathy...”, Batson (2009) disambiguates the various

9



Empathy & Authoritarianism Lown & Gutting

While empathy is a capacity that is possessed to varying degrees by all healthy adult humans,

it is not something that can be “turned on” at all times. Were this the case, it would likely result in

emotional exhaustion. Empathy is also impacted by both circumstance and aspects of motivation.

For example, the perceived costs to the self, both emotional and in terms of physical resources, can

cause individuals to ‘down-regulate’ empathy even when perceiving needy individuals (Zaki 2014).

Cameron and Payne (2011) also link this issue of perceived costs to what they term the ‘collapse

of compassion,” where perceived costs rise in line with the perceived numbers of needy individuals.

Empathy is also known to be ‘parochial’ in nature, with it being more easily activated for members

of one’s ingroup and more easily suppress for outgroup targets (Cikara et al. 2011). In fact, when

empathy comes into conflict with deep-seated prejudices the force with which people down-regulate

their empathy is known to lead to a “backfire effect” (e.g ?). This is signified by the most empathic

people in terms of empathic capacity displaying the least amount of sympathy and compassion, and

even denigrating would-be targets of empathy. Similar patterns of results have been found when

empathy conflicts with deeply held values, such as individualism (Feldman et al. 2017).

Violence is a process that inherently requires the suppression of empathy, which makes it an

important psychological process to understand if we are to understand the how people come to

commit violent acts. Committing harm against another human being has the strong potential to

inflict psychological harm on the self. Suppressing empathy helps to insulate the self from these

deleterious effects and these suppression processes are evident in regular participants of violence,

like soldiers. Even in more pro-social circumstances, such as when a surgeon operates on a patient,

empathy must routinely be disengaged for similar reasons (Bloom 2017).

Most research focuses on authoritarianism emphasizes its pernicious effects, such as their

propensity to display xenophobia and ethnocentrism, which may intuitively lead us to think that

authoritarians suffer from an empathy deficit relative to the average person. However, we do not

think that this is the case. First, authoritarians’ intense attachment and willingness to defend their

ingroups suggests that authoritarians possess the capacity for other-regarding concern. Second, as

concepts that are often referred to as empathy, having to some confusion in the literature historically, into eight
distinct phenomena. Among other characterizations, he distinguishes both cognitive empathy (e.g. theory of mind;
perspective taking) and affective empathy (e.g. emotional perception or contagion) from sympathy and compassion.
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discussed in the previous section, the link between authoritarianism and their characteristic atti-

tudes and behavior manifests in the presence of threat. Moreover, research suggests that they are

also amenable to humanitarian norms when they are made salient, and especially when they are

also upheld by a legitimate leader. Thus, we do not expect a relationship between authoritarianism

and empathy, per se. Rather, we argue that in the presence of threat, authoritarians down-regulate

their empathy, thereby allowing for the expression of authoritarian attitudes and behaviors (e.g.,

prejudice, xenophobia, ourgroup aggression).

Somewhat surprisingly, there is a dearth of research examining potential links between au-

thoritarianism and empathy. What little there is suggests that authoritarianism is unrelated to

empathy. For example, Oyamot and colleagues (Oyamot Jr et al. 2012, 2006) found that au-

thoritarianism and endorsement of humanitarian values are unrelated, and that authoritarians who

endorse egalitarian values are equally as supportive of immigrants as egalitarian low-authoritarians.

This suggests, as we have argued above, that authoritarians are as capable of expressing empathy

towards outgroup members as non-authoritarians. Importantly, however, the presence of threat

and anti-minority/immigrant norms lead to the expression of anti-social attitudes and behaviors

among authoritarians. We argue that right-wing rhetoric can serve as one vehicle through which

threats and norms are communicated, and that this leads authoritarians to down-regulate their

empathy for outgroup members, thereby increasing their support for punitive punishment of the

targets of these messages.

Main Predictions

Bringing together the discussion on empathy and authoritarianism, we now outline our main pre-

dictions. In brief, we argue that acceptance of minority-targeted violence is the product of an

interaction between right-wing rhetoric and authoritarianism, and the mechanism driving this is

the down-regulation of empathy among authoritarians.

First, we do not expect that this effect is driven by an empathy deficiency among authoritar-

ians, even towards outgroup members. In fact, we argue that in the absence of perceived threat,

authoritarians are capable of empathizing with outgroup members. We believe that it is perceived
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threat that leads authoritarians to down-regulate their empathy towards outgroups, consequently

inciting authoritarian attitudes and behavior. This leads to our first hypothesis:

H1a: In the absence of threat, authoritarians are capable of displaying empathy towards outgroup

members to the same degree as non-authoritarians.

Authoritarians may, however, display higher levels of violence acceptance than non-authoritarians,

as there is some evidence that authoritarians may be predisposed towards aggression more generally

(Benjamin 2006; Gutting nd). Thus:

H1b: Due to authoritarians’ potential tolerance of aggression, authoritarians may display higher

than average levels of violence acceptance, even in the absence of threat.

Hypothesis H1b, while not a direct test of our theory, does merit evaluation as it allows us to

evaluate the proper comparisons for testing our theory. What H1b suggests is that the relevant

comparison in terms of understanding the effects of right-wing appeals on acceptance of violence is

between authoritarians in conditions of threat vs. no threat. This comparison, rather than between

authoritarians and non-authoritarians, will allow us to test the effects of right-wing appeals on

authoritarians’ acceptance of minority-targeted violence.

Right-wing appeals target outgroup members as threats to the native population, and there-

fore should activate authoritarian behavior and attitudes. Authoritarians are particularly vigilant

regarding threats to the ingroup and their increased threat sensitivity (Lavine et al. 2005) means

that they are particularly receptive to right-wing appeals, especially when touted by legitimate

authority figures. Moreover, right-wing appeals from a legitimate authority figure send normative

cues that the targets of the appeals, such as minorities and immigrants, are threatening and thus

not tolerated in mainstream society. This leads us to view right-wing rhetoric as activating author-

itarianism via threat induction as well as provides cues regarding the proper beliefs and behavior

towards targeted outgroups. This gets us to one of our core hypotheses:

H2: Right-wing appeals interact with authoritarianism to increase support for minority-targeted

violence among authoritarians, but to decrease violence acceptance among low authoritarians.

As discussed above, research has demonstrated asymmetric outcome responses between high and

low authoritarians in threat conditions, and we expect to see a polarizing effect of right-wing appeals

12



Empathy & Authoritarianism Lown & Gutting

across levels of authoritarians.

If right-wing rhetoric serves the function of inducing threat and providing anti-social normative

cues when it comes to interactions with the outgroup, then humanitarian appeals should serve

as a potential countervailing force. We have argued that authoritarians’ intense group attachment

(Duckitt 1989) and their desire for conformity lead them to follow what are touted to be established

norms (Oyamot Jr et al. 2012). When the content of those norms encompass humanitarian values

(?), we should expect authoritarians’ attitudes and behavior to fall in line. While it might seem

counter-intuitive that authoritarians would endorse humanitarian values under any circumstance,

given their reputation for intolerance, previous research suggests that at least some authoritarians

hold humanitarian values even in the absence of threat(Altemeyer 1996; Oyamot Jr et al. 2006, 2012;

Duriez and Van Hiel 2002). We expect that when a legitimate leader underscores humanitarian

values as an important social norm, that authoritarians will respond in kind. Therefore, we will

test the following hypothesis:

H3: Humanitarian appeals will decrease authoritarians’ acceptance of minority-targeted vio-

lence, relative both to conditions of no threat and threat.

H3 posits that authoritarians can be swayed by humanitarian appeals, if legitimate authorities

espouse these values as socially desirable and normative. We could then expect high and low

authoritarians to look similar in their responses to minority-targeted violence when humanitarian

appeals are explicit.

Our final set of hypotheses relate to the role of empathy regulation as the key mechanism

linking right-wing appeals, authoritarianism, and support for violence. We argue that despite

authoritarians capacity for empathy, right-wing appeals send a signal that threatening outgroups

are undeserving of sympathy but deserving of punishment. Authoritarians, with their staunch

obedience and desire to conform, will down-regulate their empathy towards outgroup members,

resulting in their increased acceptance of minority-targeted violence.

H4a: Among authoritarians, right-wing appeals will decrease sympathy and compassion for out-

group targets relative to humanitarian appeals and/or the absence of threat.

H4b: Among authoritarians, the effect of right-wing appeals on the acceptance of minority-

13



Empathy & Authoritarianism Lown & Gutting

targeted violence is mediated by the down-regulation of empathy.

Together, our hypotheses suggest a moderated mediation model, in which right-wing appeals

interact with authoritarianism to affect acceptance of minority-targeted violence. Among authori-

tarians, right-wing appeals lead to the down-regulation of empathy for outgroups, thereby increasing

authoritarians’ willingness to see violence perpetrated against outgroups as acceptable.

It is possible, and very likely, that our participants will enter the study having already received

the treatment. That is, they are likely to have encountered minority-targeted rhetoric and may

already feel threatened by immigrants, as immigration is a constant topic of interest, particularly

in the U.S. This would work against us confirming our hypotheses, and so any results in our favor

should be viewed as a conservative test of our predictions.

Research Design

Our study will unfold in two phases, the first consists of a pre-test of our measures, a pilot of our

experimental treatments, and an examination of empathy across levels of authoritarianism. Once

we have honed our survey and experimental manipulations, in the second phase we will field our

survey experiment to samples in the U.S. and the U.K.

Experimental Design

We designed a survey experiment to test the impact of right-wing rhetoric on tolerance of violence.

Rhetoric must be communicated by elites through the media; as such, our treatments are embed-

ded within a realistic faux news article discussing President Donald Trump’s immigration policy.

President Trump was chosen as the subject of the story for perceptibly obvious reasons; he has

regularly issued caustic remarks targeting minority groups and occasionally makes remarks that

could be interpreted as condoning violent conduct. Further, Trump is a leader that authoritarians

would plausibly perceive to be legitimate, a critical precondition for authoritarian behavior (CITE

STENNER?). There is empirical evidence to suggest that authoritarianism was a substantively

significant predictor of vote for Trump in the 2016 Presidential election (CITE).
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As discussed above, we argue that authoritarians need not always perceive minorities as threat-

ening; nor do they suffer from empathy deficits that their documented intolerant behavior under

threat might suggest (CITE). Instead, they are norm-followers and look to established, legitimate

authorities to provide them with confirmation on the norms to which they should adhere. The

article in which our treatments are embedded thus discusses the issue of Deferred Action for Child-

hood Arrivals (DACA). The program was created as the result of an executive order by President

Barack Obama in 2012 and forestalls any action against children and young adults brought to the

United States at a young age, usually by parents or other family. They are commonly referred to as

‘Dreamers’ in reference to the Development, Relief and Education for Alien Minors (DREAM) Act

that would have legalized their status. At the time of writing, the fate of those covered by DACA

is unknown; President Trump ended DACA by executive order in September 2017, though the de-

cision is under challenge from several federal courts and could still be incorporated into legislation

by Congress.

DACA is both complex and ambiguous enough to allow a wide range of positions ranging from

those that are humanitarian in nature to others much more intolerant. These young immigrants are,

in the vast majority of cases, in the United States illegally, having circumvented normal immigration

procedures and registration. However, this is most typically through no fault of their own, as they

were not of age to make decisions about their relocation to the United States. Furthermore, many

of them are now grown adults and have not lived in their home countries since they were of a young

age, often knowing little of their culture or language or in some cases no longer having familial ties

there either.

Character Description

The article begins by introducing the reader to a young Mexican man8 who remains in the US

under the DACA waiver. In order to examine how empathetic processes might vary in response to

normative threat, we provide a ‘target’ with which participants could identify and who is deserving

of any potential assistance that might be provided (i.e. a continued stay in the US or even a
8We randomize the character’s name between several possibilities to decrease the impact of any single name.
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path to citizenship) as well as undeserving of any mistreatment by word or deed (i.e. defamatory

remarks or violence). Therefore all participants will read the same character description, which

we intended this to satisfy two important preconditions of deservingness: 1) the cause of this

immigrant’s misfortune is not of his own doing; and 2) the immigrant is satisfactory in terms of

other important cultural norms (i.e. hard-working). In this way, the character is described as being

hard-working and educated and as culturally American with little knowledge of his home country of

Mexico, having been brought to the US by his mother and left in the care of relatives. Finally, the

article provides the opportunity for participants to empathize with the character’s obvious concern

over his potential deportation should the DACA program be terminated without replacement.

Manipulations

Theoretically, we expect that for authoritarians, despite the character being sympathetic and de-

serving, the presence of information delivered by a legitimate authority figure will have a significant

impact on their attitudes regarding the broader immigration issue. In this instance, this authority

figure is President Donald Trump. President Trump’s position in the office of the Presidency, hav-

ing been successfully elected, as well as the continued support he receives from his base, many of

whom have been shown by existing research to be authoritarians (CITE), should grant him a great

deal of legitimacy in the eyes of authoritarians.

It was our intention to make the article which delivered our treatments as realistic as possible

and we therefore designed the treatments around statements that Trump had previously made him-

self, chosen selectively in order to heighten or reduce perceived normative threat for authoritarians.

The complexity and ambiguity of the DACA issue is advantageous here; President Trump himself

has reversed his stance several times, oscillating between an immediate end to DACA during the

campaign to expressing support for the Dreamers as “these incredible kids,” to actually ending the

program, to most recently indicating that he remains unopposed to the inclusion of a path to citi-

zenship in any negotiated bipartisan bill so long as it also includes expanded border security. From

these positions, we devise three base conditions to which participants will be randomly assigned. In

the normative threat condition the article highlights Trump’s emphasis that the immigrants covered
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by DACA are illegal and recounts his comment that “When Mexico sends its people, they’re not

sending the best.” In the humanitarian appeal condition, the article highlights Trump’s expres-

sion that he would deal with the matter with “great heart” and that he “did not favor punishing

children...for the actions of their parents.” The third condition is a control condition in which no

explicit mention is made of President Trump or his precise immigration policy.

We expect authoritarians to react to the stance taken by President Trump. In particular, we

expect their immigration attitudes to be more negative in the normative threat and more positive in

the humanitarian appeal condition. This is because authoritarians are norm followers and we expect

that the tone set by the president, a legitimate authority feature, will provide them a strong signal

to follow. Arguably, experiencing normative threat may, as previous research on authoritarianism

has suggested, be both necessary and sufficient for violence (CITE). However, this has not been

studied specifically or conclusively. It may be that while appeals couched in generating normative

threat may produce the intolerant behavior toward outgroups characteristic of authoritarians, by

itself normative threat may not be sufficient to stir authoritarians to violence against them.

For this reason, our design includes one additional condition to test the additive effect of an

authority figure’s perceived endorsement of violent behavior toward an outgroup. In this condition,

we add an additional element to the normative threat condition. In the Normative Threat +

Violence Endorsement condition, in addition to the text that is provided in the normative threat

condition, the article also recounts a statement Trump made regarding the arrest of potential

deportees in which he appears to endorse their rough treatment as they are put into a police

car. We incorporate this into the design as an additional condition, rather than as a fully crossed

treatment, because in our view violence necessarily implicates a target, especially when it’s talked

about in the media. From a more practical perspective, it would also be difficult to secure a quote

from President Trump condoning violence generally and directly as an acceptable course of action

or tactic within domestic politics rather than more implicitly through actions he suggests should

be taken, even if rhetorically.
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Pretest Study

Our first pretesting phase of the study will allow us to empirically verify a number of our assump-

tions as well as hone our measures and experimental treatments. In our theoretical account, we

argue that high authoritarians are no different than low authoritarians in terms of their empathetic

ability, or at least that this difference is no substantial enough, a priori, to explain potential treat-

ment effects. If high authoritarians instead display lower empathetic ability than low authoritarians,

then contrary to our argument this empathy deficit might instead account for authoritarians suscep-

tibility to engage in aggressive behavior toward outgroups when threatened. As such, we will collect

measures of empathy and authoritarianism in a pretest study to establish whether our assumption

that authoritarians possess empathic abilities on par with the general population.

Empathy. Empathy will be measured using two different types of measures, one self-report and

the other behavioral, that have been established to capture empathic ability. The first is the short

form of the Empathy Quotient (EQ; Wakabayashi et al. 2006), which asks respondents whether

they agree or disagree with a series of 22 statements meant gauge levels of perspective taking and

emotional responses to other’s distress. These statements include things such as, “I really enjoy

caring for other people,” “I can’t always see why someone should have felt offended by a remark”9,

and “I can sense if I am intruding, even if the other person doesn’t tell me.”

A criticism of self-report empathy measures, however, is that they create social desirability

bias. Our second measure is the “Reading the Mind in the Eyes” test (RMET) (Baron-Cohen et al.

2001), originally developed to test for autism spectrum disorders. For the RMET test, respondents

are shown a series of photographs of the eye region of different actors and asked to choose from a

list of four words which best describes the emotion what the person is thinking or feeling. Figure 1

presents two examples of items in this test. For the female set of eyes the correct choice is "desire,"

and for the make "uneasy is the correct answer. The items vary in difficulty as seen in Figure 1.

Higher scores on the RMET test indicate higher empathic ability. This behavioral measure has

desirable measurement properties, as it is free from social desirability bias and has shown convergent

validity with relevant behavioral outcomes. It has been shown, for example, to be correlated with
9Reverse worded
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pro-social behaviors (e.g Feldman et al. 2017).

Figure 1: Sample Items from the Mind-in-the-Eyes Test

Using these two operationalizations of empathy, we will be able to determine whether there

are differences across levels of authoritarianism, which we argue there should not be. While we

measure sympathy and compassion for our target minority character in our experimental study,

we will not directly measure empathy in our main study. This will help to keep our study to

a reasonable length and reduce possible demand characteristics (it might otherwise be easier to

discern the study’s objectives). As our concern in examining empathy across authoritarianism to

test our assumption that authoritarians should not differ from others in their empathic ability, we

do not believe that the omission of empathy measures from the main study presents threats to our

inferences.

Authoritarianism. Consistent with recent work (Feldman and Stenner 1997; Hetherington and

Suhay 2011; Hetherington and Weiler 2009; Stenner 2005), a four-item battery of child-rearing

values operationalizes the construct of authoritarianism. This measure asks respondents to make

four pairwise comparisons of values, and to indicate which value in each pair they consider more

important for a child to possess. The comparisons included, "Independence or Respect for Elders,"

"Curiosity or Good Manners," "Obedience or Self-Reliance," and "Considerate or Well-Behaved."

This measure has the benefit that it captures the underlying predisposition of authoritarianism,

while remaining unconfounded with ideology or the attitudes it is meant to predict, providing a

more desirable measure to Altemeyer’s RWA (Feldman and Stenner 1997; Stenner 2005).
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Character evaluations and manipulation checks. We plan to carefully pretest the portion of

the design describing the Mexican ‘Dreamer’ in order to confirm that, in the absence of induced

threat, the character is found to be both sympathetic and deserving of assistance. In our pretest, a

portion of participants will be assigned to be read our character description only; these participants

will not read any of the additional information that we will use as our manipulations. During our

pretesting phase, we will also randomly assign our respondents to read one of our crafted articles,

which includes the character description plus the additional information about immigration.

All respondents in the pretest, regardless of whether they read the character description only

or the additional manipulated information will then be asked a series of questions. First, we deter-

mine whether our described character evokes sympathy and is seen to be deserving. We will also

determine whether our manipulations have the desired effects on perceived threat and perceived

norms (whether they are humanitarian, anti-immigrant, and whether the authority condones vio-

lence towards the targets). Threat can be perceived at various levels (McLaren 2003), particular

perceived threat from immigrants. As such, we follow McLaren (2003) and measure perceived

personal economic threat (e.g., the risk of losing one’s job and level of income), perceived group

economic/status threat (e.g., The presence of people from these minority groups increases unem-

ployment), and perceived cultural/symbolic threat (e.g., People from these minority groups are

enriching the cultural life of Mexico, reverse worded).

Main Study

Our main study will be conducted during the second phase, once we have tested, and possibly

amended and retested, our experimental materials. In addition to the aforementioned measure of

authoritarianism, we will include the following tasks measures in our main study.

Filler task. Following random assignment to one of our four conditions, participants will answer

a series of reading comprehension questions about the article they just read which will serve as a

filler task.

Sympathy and Compassion. We argue that the mechanism linking the activation of authoritar-

ianism to acceptance of minority-targeted is a down-regulation of empathy among authoritarians.
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While a measure of the process of empathy regulation does lend itself to measurement, we will

use a series of items to gauge levels of sympathy and compassion towards the immigrant character

discussed in the article. For example, participants will be asked how badly they feel that the char-

acter is in a situation to potentially be deported as well as to indicate the strength of their desire

to assist the character.

If authoritarians down-regulate their empathy for outgroup targets following the receipt of

right-wing appeals, then we should see evidence of depressed levels of sympathy and compassion

for our immigrant character among authoritarians in the right-wing appeal conditions, relative

to the control and humanitarian conditions, and relative to non-authoritarians in the right-wing

appeal conditions. In our analyses, we should also find that sympathy and compassion mediate the

effects of right-wing and humanitarian appeals on acceptance of minority-targeted violence.

Dependent Measures: Acceptance of Minority-Targeted Violence. Similar to Thomsen et al.

(2008), we will use an adapted version of Altemeyer (1996) posse scale to measure one’s acceptance

of immigrant-targeted violence.10 Participants will be asked to "imagine that some day in the future

the US government decides to outlaw immigrant organizations and requests all citizens to do their

best to make sure that the law has a successful effect." Participants will then indicate on a scale

from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) how much they agree with the following statements:

(1) "I would tell my friends that it was a good law;" (2) "I would tell the police about any members

of immigrant organizations that I knew;" (3) "I would help hunt down members of immigrant

organizations and turn them over to the police;" (4) "I would participate in attacks on immigrant

headquarters if supervised by the proper authorities;" (5) "I would support the use of physical

violence to make members of immigrant organization reveal the identity of other immigrants;" and

(6) "I would support the execution of immigrant leaders."11

In Thomsen et al. (2008) this measure was found to have high internal consistency, and they

found that authoritarians scored more highly on this measure when immigrants were described as

non-assimilators vs. assimilators, which is very similar to an interaction between authoritarianism
10The scale was originally designed to measure of authoritarian aggression towards radicals and communists.
11This is the same adaptation as (Thomsen et al. 2008, p. 1458).
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and perceived immigrant threat.12

Controls. It is likely that responses to our crafted article would be affected by participants’

prior evaluations of Donald Trump. While these prior attitudes do not present a threat causal

inference (given proper randomization of treatments), they do increase random variation along our

dependent within each of our experimental conditions, thus making it more difficult to deduce any

treatment effects. By including a short battery of Trump evaluations, we will be able to control

for this additional pre-treatment variation. We will include items tapping Trump’s presidential job

approval (strongly approve to strongly disapprove of Trump’s job as president), and whether they

view Trump as a strong leader.

We will also measure partisan identification and ideology, and a standard battery of demographic

characteristics.
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