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“This is the most interesting, informative book on politics I’ve read in many years.... [Westen’s] suggestions for what candidates should say—and should have said—should be read and studied by anyone who wants to understand modern American politics. This book is a handbook for how to talk about what really matters to you, written in just the way Westen says we should talk to voters—with vivid language, evocative imagery, and a sense of humor. It’s also a good primer on why attacks can’t go unanswered and how best to respond to them. If you want to know why candidates win or lose elections and what voters look for in a leader—whether you’re an interested voter or a candidate for public office—you have to read this book.”

—PRESIDENT BILL CLINTON

 



“This book could easily be titled The Next Step. Democrats have caught up with Republicans in being able to target voters and we’re making rapid strides in rebuilding our party so we can talk to voters in fifty states. This book outlines a more intractable problem: How to actually talk to voters once we organize. Drew Westen is a must read and must hear for any Democrat who wants to win in Mississippi, Colorado, or rural Ohio. In 2006 we did win in those areas. In 2008 we will win the presidency if our candidate reads and acts on this book.”

—HOWARD DEAN, chairman, Democratic Party

 



“The Political Brain is the most illuminating book on contemporary American politics I’ve ever read. By explaining how voters actually process information, Drew Westen lays bare the connection between politicaltechnique, political conviction, and the Democrats’ habit of bungling winnable elections. If every leading Democratic politician reads this book, we could have a decent America back.”

—ROBERT KUTTNER, cofounder and editor-in-chief,  The American Prospect


 



“In recent years, a small number of experts on language and rhetoric have been touted as the Democrats’ savior. None of these panned out.... Many people are therefore skittish about anyone being heralded as the next source of advice. But Westen’s analyses and suggestions speak precisely to Democrats’ greatest tactical failures of the last quarter-century, and they do so without descending to the level of ‘Mission Accomplished’ banners and the ‘death tax.’ It will be fascinating to see how The Political Brain is received among the Democratic political professionals, who are for the most part insular and arrogant and have an explanation for everything. But Westen’s explanations sound better than the ones that have long been circulating in Washington.”

—MICHAEL TOMASKY, The New York Review of Books


 



“Why do most Americans agree with Democrats and vote for Republicans ? Because Republicans know more about the human brain than their opponents do. In a delightful and insightful book, Westen uses the latest research in psychology and cognitive neuroscience to show how Republicans win by appealing to the heart while Democrats lose by appealing to the mind. This fascinating book will appeal to hearts and minds on both sides of the aisle. The Political Brain is scary and scary smart, serious and seriously funny. Machiavelli, move over, there’s a new kid in town.”

—DANIEL GILBERT, Harvard College Professor of Psychology, Harvard University, and author of Stumbling on Happiness


 



“In the last several months, [Westen] has gone from a politically inclined nobody to a hot ticket, presenting his ideas to presidential campaigns, political strategists, pollsters, consultants, and donors. In his work, they hope to find a grand unified theory of How Democrats Can Stop Blowing It.”

—Los Angeles Times


 



“The Political Brain . . . has catapulted the Emory University professor from the ivory tower to the political epicenter. And Democrats throughout the capital are listening to his prescriptions and adapting them for practical use.”

—USA Today


 



“[By a] psychologist with impressive research and clinical credentials. . . . No other book has so comprehensively linked psychological science with election-day choices.... He offers psychologically appealing and principled approaches that Democrats can take regarding  divisive issues such as Iraq, abortion, gays, gun control, race relations, terrorism, and taxes.... Recommended for academic and public libraries.”

—Library Journal

 



“A savvy, scary, partisan, provocative, take-no-prisoners-political primer, with cautionary tales drawn from the emotionally-challenged Michael Dukakis, Al Gore, and John Kerry campaigns, each of which snatched defeat from the jaws of victory.... His analysis of how and why political rhetoric stimulates voters’ ‘networks of association, bundles of thoughts, feelings, images, and ideas’ will be instructive, if also infuriating, to political junkies, no matter what their partisan affiliation.”

—The Baltimore Sun

 



“Exceptionally clear.... Democrats finally have a prophet who can lead them to the promised land of winning national elections, and his prescription is simple: Fight back, dadgummit.”

—Sacramento Bee

 



“A recent book by Drew Westen, now being avidly read in Westminster, argues persuasively that voters, even the most analytical of them, think about politics with the touchy-feely part of their brains, rather than the rational.”

—The Sunday Times (UK)

 



“Someone had to say it.... And Drew Westen, a clinical psychologist and political strategist from Emory University, has stepped up to the plate in The Political Brain to give a scathing, sobering diagnosis of what ails a political party whose beliefs are in line with the majority of Americans on almost every issue and yet fails to translate that alignment into sustainable electoral success. Armed with numerous studies on how the brain operates in that crucial interplay between emotion and reason that energizes voters, Westen has succeeded in penning a manifesto on behalf of bringing the passionate back into the narrative—and actions—of the Democratic Party.”

—SUSAN GARDNER, Dailykos.com


 



“Westen’s book joins the ever-growing list of postmortems over why the Democrats lost their past two White House bids. But the author is no casual armchair pundit. He comes to the fray armed as a professor of psychology and psychiatry at Emory University who has used magnetic resonance imaging to understand how voters respond to partisan politics.”

—LINDA KRAMER, Politico.com
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TO LAURA, MACKENZIE, AND SARAH




 INTRODUCTION
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This book is aimed at readers interested in how the mind works, how the brain works, and what this means for why candidates win and lose elections. Its intended audience includes readers interested in politics, psychology, leadership, neuroscience, marketing, and law.

This book is likely to be of particular interest to the 50 million Democratic voters who can’t figure out why their party has lost so many elections despite polls showing that the average voter agrees with Democratic positions on most policy issues, from protection of the earth to fairness to middle-class taxpayers who want nothing more than a better life for their children.

The central thesis of the book is that the vision of mind that has captured the imagination of philosophers, cognitive scientists, economists, and political scientists since the eighteenth century—a dispassionate mind that makes decisions by weighing the evidence and reasoning to the most valid conclusions—bears no relation to how the mind and brain actually work. When campaign strategists start from this vision of mind, their candidates typically lose.

If this book doesn’t read like the typical book on politics or political strategy, it’s because it asks a question seldom asked by political pundits or political scientists: How would candidates for public office run  their campaigns if they started with an understanding of how the minds and brains of voters actually work?

The questions we ask invariably reflect our own background. I am a scientist who studies emotion and personality; the lead investigator in a team of neuroscientists who have been studying how the brain processes political and legal information; and a periodic contributor to public discourse on psychology and politics in print, television, and radio  . For the last two decades, I have been advancing a view of the mind that differs substantially from the more dispassionate visions of the mind held by most cognitive psychologists, political scientists, and economists (which suggest that although we may cut a few cognitive corners here and there, we are largely rational actors, who make important decisions by weighing the evidence and calculating costs and benefits). 1


I am also a practicing clinician, who has trained psychologists and psychiatrists for more than twenty years in how to understand the nuances of meaning in what people say, do, and feel. In working with patients, if you miss those nuances—if you misread what they may be trying to communicate, if you misjudge their character, if you don’t notice when their emotions, gestures, or tone of voice don’t fit what they’re saying, if you don’t catch the fleeting sadness or anger that lingers on their face for only a few milliseconds as they mention someone or something you might otherwise not know was important—you lose your patients. Or worse still, you don’t.

In politics, if you misread these things, you lose elections.


 



The Partisan Brain


In the final, heated months of the 2004 presidential election, my colleagues Stephan Hamann, Clint Kilts, and I put together a research team to study what happens in the brain as political partisans—who constitute about 80 percent of the electorate—wrestle with new political information. We studied the brains of fifteen committed Democrats and fifteen confirmed Republicans.2 (We would have studied voters without commitments to one party or candidate as well, but by the fall of 2004, finding people with intact brains who were not already leaning one way or the other would have been a daunting task.)

We scanned their brains for activity as they read a series of slides. Our goal was to present them with reasoning tasks that would lead a “dispassionate” observer to an obvious logical conclusion, but would be in direct conflict with the conclusion a partisan Democrat or Republican would want to reach about his party’s candidate. In other words, our goal was to create a head-to-head conflict between the constraints on belief imposed by reason and evidence (data showing that the candidate had done something inconsistent, pandering, dishonest, slimy, or simply bad) and the constraints imposed by emotion (strong feelings toward the parties and the candidates). What we hoped to learn was how, in real time, the brain negotiates conflicts between data and desire.

Although we were in relatively uncharted territory, we came in with some strong hunches, which scientists like to dignify with the label  hypotheses. Guiding all these hypotheses was our expectation that when data clashed with desire, the political brain would somehow “reason” its way to the desired conclusions.

We had four hypotheses.

First, we expected that threatening information—even if partisans didn’t acknowledge it as threatening—would activate neural circuits shown in prior studies to be associated with negative emotional states.

Second, we expected to see activations in a part of the brain heavily involved in regulating emotions. Our hunch was that what passes for reasoning in politics is more often rationalization, motivated by efforts to reason to emotionally satisfying conclusions.

Third, we expected to see a brain in conflict—conflict between what a reasonable person could believe and what a partisan would want to believe. Thus, we predicted activations in a region known to be involved in monitoring and resolving conflicts.

Finally, we expected subjects to “reason with their gut” rather than to analyze the merits of the case. Thus, we didn’t expect to see strong activations in parts of the brain that had “turned on” in every prior study of reasoning, even though we were presenting partisans with a reasoning task (to decide whether two statements about their candidate were consistent or inconsistent).

We presented partisans with six sets of statements involving clear inconsistencies by Kerry, six by Bush, and six by politically neutral  male figures (e.g., Tom Hanks, William Styron). Although many of the statements and quotations were edited or fictionalized, we maximized their believability by embedding them in actual quotes or descriptions of actual events.

As partisans lay in the scanner, they viewed a series of slides.3 The first slide in each set presented an initial statement, typically a quote from the candidate. The second slide provided a contradictory statement,  also frequently taken from the candidate, which suggested a clear inconsistency that would be threatening to a partisan. Here is one of the contradictions we used to put the squeeze on the brains of partisan supporters of John Kerry:

Initial statement (Slide 1): During the first Gulf War, John Kerry wrote to a constituent: “Thank you for contacting me to express your opposition . . . I share your concerns. I voted in favor of a resolution that would have insisted that economic sanctions be given more time to work.”

 




Contradiction (Slide 2): Seven days later, Kerry wrote to a different constituent, “Thank you for expressing your support for the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. From the outset of the invasion, I have strongly and unequivocally supported President Bush’s response to the crisis.”





Without some kind of mitigating information, it would be difficult to argue that these two statements are not mutually contradictory (although, as we’ll see, the human brain is a remarkable organ).

After partisans read the first two slides, which presented them with a clear contradiction, the third slide simply gave them some time to stew on it, asking them to consider whether the two statements were inconsistent. The fourth slide then asked them to rate the extent to which they agreed that the candidate’s words and deeds were contradictory, from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree).

Bush supporters faced similar dilemmas, such as the following: 

Initial statement (Slide 1): “Having been here and seeing the care that these troops get is comforting for me and Laura. We are, should, and must provide the best care for anybody who is willing to put their life in harm’s way for our country.”—President Bush, 2003, visiting a Veterans Administration Hospital.

 




Contradiction (Slide 2): Mr. Bush’s visit came on the same day that the Administration announced its immediate cutoff of VA hospital access to approximately 164,000 veterans.





For the politically neutral figures, the inconsistency was also real, but it was not threatening to partisans of one candidate or the other. Thus, it provided a useful comparison.

Our committed Democrats and Republicans were scanned in the run-up to one of the most polarized presidential races in recent history. So how did they respond?

They didn’t disappoint us. They had no trouble seeing the contradictions for the opposition candidate, rating his inconsistencies close to a 4 on the four-point rating scale. For their own candidate, however, ratings averaged closer to 2, indicating minimal contradiction. Democrats responded to Kerry as Republicans responded to Bush. And as predicted, Democrats and Republicans showed no differences in their response to contradictions for the politically neutral figures.

Science is an untidy business, and you don’t expect all your hypotheses to pan out. But in this case, we went four for four. The results showed that when partisans face threatening information, not only are they likely to “reason” to emotionally biased conclusions, but we can trace their neural footprints as they do it.

When confronted with potentially troubling political information, a network of neurons becomes active that produces distress. Whether this distress is conscious, unconscious, or some combination of the two we don’t know.

The brain registers the conflict between data and desire and begins to search for ways to turn off the spigot of unpleasant emotion. We  know that the brain largely succeeded in this effort, as partisans mostly denied that they had perceived any conflict between their candidate’s words and deeds.

Not only did the brain manage to shut down distress through faulty reasoning, but it did so quickly—as best we could tell, usually before subjects even made it to the third slide. The neural circuits charged with regulation of emotional states seemed to recruit beliefs that eliminated the distress and conflict partisans had experienced when they confronted unpleasant realities. And this all seemed to happen with little involvement of the neural circuits normally involved in reasoning.

But the political brain also did something we didn’t predict. Once partisans had found a way to reason to false conclusions, not only did neural circuits involved in negative emotions turn off, but circuits involved in positive emotions turned on. The partisan brain didn’t seem satisfied in just feeling better. It worked overtime to feel good, activating reward circuits that give partisans a jolt of positive reinforcement for their biased reasoning. These reward circuits overlap substantially with those activated when drug addicts get their “fix,” giving new meaning to the term political junkie.4


So what are the implications of this study?

One is pragmatic. If you’re running a campaign, you shouldn’t worry about offending the 30 percent of the population whose brains can’t process information from your side of the aisle unless their lives depend on it (e.g., after an attack on the U.S. mainland). If you’re a Republican, your focus should be on moving the 10 to 20 percent of the population with changeable minds to the right and bringing your unbending 30 percent to the polls. Republican strategists in fact have had no trouble branding Northern Californians and Northeasterners “latte-drinking liberals.” They know their own party’s kitchen doesn’t have room for a latte maker, and that scalding the other side can bring a little froth to the mouths of their own voters.

The implications for Democrats should be equally clear: Stop worrying about offending those who consider Pat Robertson and Jerry Falwell moral leaders because their minds won’t bend to the left. Indeed, the  failure of the Democratic Party for much of the last decade to define itself in opposition to anyone or anything has created a Maxwell House Majority convinced that the only coffee the Democrats are capable of brewing is lukewarm and tepid—tested by pollsters to insure that it’s not too hot or too strong—and served up with stale rhetoric. And they’re right.

But if we take a step back, and place this study in the context of a growing body of research in psychology and political science, there’s another message in these findings: The political brain is an emotional brain. It is not a dispassionate calculating machine, objectively searching for the right facts, figures, and policies to make a reasoned decision. The partisans in our study were, on average, bright, educated, and politically aware. They were not the voters who think “Alito” is an Italian pastry, the kind of voters who have raised so many alarm calls among political scientists and pundits.

And yet they thought with their guts.

Rational readers may take solace in noting that in American politics today, partisans are roughly equally split, with a little over a third of voters identifying themselves as Republican and roughly the same percent identifying themselves as Democrats. So they cancel each other out, leaving those in the center to swing elections based on more rational considerations.

But as it turns out, they think with their guts, too.

There is, however, a bright side to this story. Most of the time, emotions provide a reasonable compass for guiding behavior—including voting behavior—although the needle sometimes takes a couple of years to move. What led voters to demand a change of course on Iraq in November 2006 was not that they had new information. They had new emotions. The compass shifted from nationalistic pride and hope to anger, concern, and a rising crest of resignation. “Stay the course” made little sense in light of this emotional shift.

We can’t change the structure of the political brain, which reflects millions of years of evolution. But we can change the way we appeal to it.

And that’s what this book is about.






Part One

 MIND, BRAIN, AND EMOTION IN POLITICS
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chapter one

 WINNING STATES OF MIND
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Politics has always been as much about identity and community . . . as about the economy. Self-interest defined in purely economic terms is an idea that reduces the Democratic Party to little more than the human-resources department of American politics, endlessly fussing over pensions and health-care plans and whether or not you got your flu shot, rather than a party concerned with the fundamental stuff of life: who we are, how we organize our society, and what it means to be American at this particular moment in history.

—GARANCE FRANKE-RUTA, The American Prospect, 20041





We have grown accustomed to thinking about politics in terms of red states and blue states. But it’s easy to forget that the states that really determine elections are voters’  states of mind.

Although brain scanning studies sometimes create the impression that thoughts or feelings come and go when one part of the brain “turns on” or another “turns off,” the reality is that our brains are vast networks of neurons (nerve cells) that work together to generate our experience of the world. Of particular importance are networks of associations  , bundles of thoughts, feelings, images, and ideas that have become connected over time.

If you start with networks, you think very differently about politics. Just how important networks are in understanding why candidates win and lose can be seen by contrasting two political advertisements, the first from Bill Clinton’s campaign for the presidency in 1992, and the second from John Kerry’s in 2004. Both men were running against an increasingly unpopular incumbent named Bush. Both ads were, for each man, his chance to introduce himself to the general electorate following the Democratic primary campaign and to tell the story he wanted to tell about himself to the American people. And both were a microcosm of the entire campaign.

The two ads seem very similar in their “surface structure.” But looks can be deceiving. A clinical “dissection” of these ads makes clear that they couldn’t have been more different in the networks they activated and the emotions they elicited.

Clinton’s ad was deceptively simple, narrated exclusively (and with exquisitely moving emotion) by the young Arkansas governor. In the background was music evocative of small-town America, along with images and video clips that underscored the message. (Here and throughout the book, I describe relevant visual images or sounds in brackets.)


BILL CLINTON: I was born in a little town called Hope, Arkansas [image of a small-town train station, with the name HOPE on a small white sign against a brick background], three months after my father died. I remember that old two-story house where I lived with my grandparents. They had very limited incomes. It was in 1963 [video clip of John F. Kennedy, looking presidential, coming up to a podium] that I went to Washington and met President Kennedy at the Boy’s Nation Program [video of the young Clinton and the youthful President Kennedy shaking hands]. And I remember [living room video of a now-adult Clinton, starry eyed and nostalgic thinking about the encounter with a man who was obviously his hero] just, uh, thinking what an incredible country this was, that somebody like me, you know, who had no money or anything, would be given the opportunity to meet the President [photo of their hands  clasped, slowly and gradually expanding to show the connection between the two men]. That’s when I decided I could really do public service because I cared so much about people. I worked my way through law school with part time jobs—anything I could find. After I graduated, I really didn’t care about making a lot of money [photos of poor and working-class houses in Arkansas]. I just wanted to go home and see if I could make a difference [photo of the young governor-elect raising his right hand to take the oath of office as governor of Arkansas]. We’ve worked hard in education and health care [video clips of Clinton with children in a classroom, being hugged by a woman in her seventies or eighties, and talking with workers] to create jobs, and we’ve made real progress [photo of the governor hard at work late at night in his office]. Now it’s exhilarating to me to think that as president I could help to change all our people’s lives for the better [video of Clinton obviously at ease with a smiling young girl in his arms] and bring hope back to the American dream.2




If you dissect this ad, you can readily see why it was one of the most effective television commercials in the history of American politics. Bill Clinton never shied away from policy debates, but this ad was not about policy. Its sole purpose was to begin creating a set of positive associations to him and narrative about the Man from Hope—framed, from start to finish, in terms of hope and the American dream.

In his first sentence, Clinton vividly conveyed where he was coming from, literally and metaphorically—from a place of Hope. But he was not content to do this just with words. The ad created in viewers a vivid, multisensory network of associations—associations not just to the word hope but to the image of Hope in small-town America in an era gone by, captured by the image of the train station, and the sound of hope, captured in his voice. Clinton told his own life story, but he told it as a parable of what anyone can accomplish if just given the chance. He tied the theme of hope to the well-established theme of the American dream, presenting himself not as a man of privilege descending (or condescending) to help those less fortunate but as someone no different from anyone else who grew up on Main Street in any town—indeed, as  someone who had suffered more adversity than most, having been born after his own father’s death.

The “story line” of the narrative might be summarized in three simple sentences: “Through hard work, caring, and determination, I know what it’s like to live the American dream. In my home state, I’ve done everything possible to help others realize that dream. And as your president, I’ll do everything I can to help people all over this country realize their dreams like I’ve done in Arkansas.” In the closing line, he tied these twin themes—hope and the American dream—together, describing his desire to bring “hope back to the American dream.” The theme of hope was reinforced by the final image of a young child, representing our collective hope for the future, and the hope of every parent. Although you can’t get much more “hopeful” than that, the final line of the ad actually included a subtle allusion to the Bush economy (bring hope back to the American dream, implying that it had been lost), with an implicit negative message most voters would likely register only unconsciously.

The association to President Kennedy was instrumental to the emotional appeal of the ad. Kennedy was an American icon, whose brief tenure in the White House is widely remembered as a time in which America’s hopes soared along with its space program. Careful dissection of the sequence of visual images shows how brilliantly the ad was crafted.

The sequence began with Kennedy by himself, looking young, vibrant, serious, and presidential—precisely the features the Clinton campaign wanted to associate with Clinton. Then came the video of a young Bill Clinton shaking hands with Kennedy, dramatically bringing the theme of the American dream to viewers’ eyes—a poor boy from Arkansas without a father finding himself in the presence of his hero—while creating a sense of something uncanny, of “fate,” of the chance meeting of once and future presidents that seemed too accidental not to be preordained. Then came a still photo of their hands tightly clasped, emphasizing the connection between the two men. This image lasted far longer than any other in the ad and gradually expanded until the two hands panned out into an image of the two recognizable figures.

Clearly, a central goal of the ad was to establish Clinton as presidential  , particularly in light of the rumors about his sexual escapades during the bruising primary season (which may actually have been turned to his advantage through the associations to the handsome Kennedy, who himself was associated with tales of infidelities but was nonetheless revered). In a race against an incumbent president, who needed only to stand in front of a podium with the seal of the presidency to appear presidential, the Clinton ad seized every opportunity to show what Bill Clinton would look like as president, with the image of his raising his right hand to accept the oath of office (as governor of Arkansas, but from a visual point of view, literally showing what Clinton would look like in his swearing in ceremony as president) followed by a photo of him working tirelessly at his desk, signing bills (itself reminiscent of photos of Kennedy).

I do not know how much of this was consciously intended by Clinton and his consultants. I suspect that much of it was, although some of the emotional overtones and sequencing of images might well have simply reflected Clinton’s extraordinary emotional intelligence and gut-level, implicit political horse sense.1


But I can say with confidence that political strategists who cannot either construct or “dissect” the emotional structure of an ad like this present a far greater danger to the Democratic Party and its values than all of President Bush’s appointees to the federal bench.

Because ultimately, they are the ones who put them there.

 



Like Clinton’s “Hope” ad, the first television advertisement run by the Kerry campaign in the general election, in early May 2004, attempted to begin painting a picture—to tell a story—about John Kerry, the man and potential president:
JOHN KERRY [patriotic music, with prominent brass]: I was born in Fitzsimmons Army Hospital in Colorado [initial video of   candidate speaking, which returns throughout the ad]. My dad was serving in the Army Air Corps. Both of my parents taught me about public service [photos of the candidate’s parents]. I enlisted because I believed in service to country [photo of the young soldier with his comrades in arms]. I thought it was important if you had a lot of privileges as I had had, to go to a great university like Yale, to give something back to your country [video footage of a soldier, presumably Kerry, walking in the jungles of Vietnam].

 



DEL SANDUSKY: The decisions that he made saved our lives.

 



JIM RASSMAN: When he pulled me out of the river, he risked his life to save mine.

 



ANNOUNCER: For more than thirty years, John Kerry has served America [photo of Kerry talking on the phone, with glasses hanging off his face].

 



VANESSA KERRY: If you look at my father’s time in service to this country, whether it’s as a veteran [photo of war service], prosecutor [photo of Kerry pointing toward a window in setting that looks like a courtroom, which zooms quickly in to Kerry], or senator, he has shown an ability to fight for things that matter.

 



TERESA HEINZ-KERRY: John is the face of someone who’s hopeful [photo of the two, possibly as newlyweds, with Kerry smiling broadly], who’s generous of spirit and of heart.

 



JOHN KERRY: We’re a country of optimists. We’re the can-do people. And we just need to believe in ourselves again [video of Kerry speaking again, followed by video of profile of Kerry waving in some political event].

 



ANNOUNCER: A lifetime of service and strength. John Kerry for President.3







On the surface, the differences between this ad and Clinton’s may be difficult to detect. Both begin with the candidate using his birth-place to drive home a central theme. For Kerry, the central theme was that he was born and bred in uniform, a theme central to a campaign trying to unseat an incumbent widely seen as a strong leader in a perpetual “war on terror.”

The ad began with moving, patriotic music that played throughout, with an emphasis on muted brass tones, congruent with the military theme, and conveying both strength and majesty—precisely the tone he needed to convey. The most moving moments of the ad came as Kerry’s fellow soldiers told, with genuine emotion in their voices, how he had saved their lives.

But that is where the similarity with the Clinton ad ends.

After Kerry’s opening paragraph, in which he told the American people in his own words who he was and what he wanted them to know about him, the rest of the ad didn’t matter. Kerry had already spent his first millions of campaign dollars telling the story George W. Bush wanted to tell about him, beginning to weave precisely the web of emotional associations in which the Bush campaign hoped to ensnare him: that he was not only privileged (a word Kerry, who was married to an heiress, introduced himself) but a Northeastern liberal intellectual.

The fact that he was from Massachusetts was well-known—the Republicans were already emphasizing that he was “Ted Kennedy’s junior senator”—and the phrase “Massachusetts liberal” had become so successfully branded by the Republicans by 1988 in the Bush- Dukakis campaign that either word could readily evoke the other. When Kerry added the reference to Yale, he fully activated the primary network that the conservative movement has worked for so many years to stamp into the American psyche to galvanize disdain and resentment toward Democrats: the liberal elite. Put together Massachusetts, liberal senator, and Yale, and you have virtually the whole network activated. The only thing missing is a windsurfing outfit.

That came later.

Whatever its intended goal, that first paragraph of the Kerry ad served to convey one primary message that would stick in the neural  networks of voters for the remainder of the election: This guy isn’t like me. Indeed, when I saw this ad for the first time, I asked my wife, in disbelief, “Did that ad end with ‘I’m John Kerry, and I approve this ad’ or with ‘I’m George Bush, and I approve this ad’?”

Just four years earlier, the American electorate (with, to be fair, the help of a little creative lawyering) had placed into the highest position in the land the most anti-intellectual president in more than 150 years. The Bush campaign certainly understood what “average folks” think about intellectuals. Consider what I believe is the only reference George W. Bush ever made in two runs for the White House to his own privileged educational pedigree (Yale, Harvard Business School). The reference came in a commencement address at Yale in May 2001:
Most important, congratulations to the class of 2001. (Applause.) To those of you who received honors, awards, and distinctions, I say, well done. And to the C students—(applause)—I say, you, too, can be President of the United States. (Laughter and applause.) A Yale degree is worth a lot, as I often remind Dick Cheney—(laughter)—who studied here, but left a little early. So now we know—if you graduate from Yale, you become president. If you drop out, you get to be vice president. (Laughter.)4






Bill Clinton, one of the most intellectual men ever to inhabit the West Wing, never mentioned in his ad which law school he worked his way through. (For the record, it was the alma mater shared by Kerry and Bush.) Nor did he mention that his tenure in New Haven came on the heels of two years at Oxford as a Rhodes Scholar.

Kerry’s reference to Yale raises a profound psychological question. What implicit assumptions about mind, brain, and political persuasion did the strategists and consultants who crafted that ad—or who saw it but failed to wave a bright red flag before it aired—share that would lead them to make such an extraordinary mistake?

The references to Yale and privilege were the most glaring mistakes in that ad, but they were not the only ones. Perhaps most importantly, the ad did not, like Clinton’s, tell a coherent story. Try to  summarize it using the narrative structure of a good storyteller, and you’ll see the problem.

In fact, it told two stories. The second had nothing to do with the first, and seemed like it had come straight from the head of a consultant rather from the heart of the candidate.

The first story, “John Kerry was born on a military base, served his country heroically because he believed it was his duty, fought bad guys as a prosecutor, and would be a strong commander in chief,” was clear and effective. Then the ad introduced two related themes, using words associatively linked to military strength (service and fighting) that created two distracting subplots, one about a lifetime of service (not the same thing as being heroic in the face of attack) and the other about fighting for things that matter (I suspect intended to smuggle in a populist theme under the banner of strength). Whereas the Clinton ad wove together and created an emotionally powerful network, the sub-themes in the Kerry ad drew on existing associative links (the words  military, service, and fighting) but actually took them in diverging directions, essentially dismantling a network whose activation was the central goal of the ad.

Two-thirds of the way through the commercial, the plot shifted, with Teresa Heinz-Kerry introducing the theme of optimism. The insertion of this non sequitur no doubt reflected his consultants’ belief that optimism is a “winner” for presidential candidates. But if changing narrative horses in midstream were not enough, Mrs. Kerry introduced it with an incongruent facial expression—a mixture of serious and dour—that undercut the words. Then the senator reiterated the theme, with his facial expression similarly discordant from the language. His face was flat and impassive—no smile, no twinkle, nothing to engender feelings of excitement, national pride, or hope. The optimism theme seemed grafted onto both the message and the candidate.

Finally, the use of imagery in the Kerry ad stands in stark contrast to its effective use in the Clinton ad. The scenes of Vietnam, and particularly the faces and intonation of the men who served with Kerry, painted a clear and moving portrait of Kerry as a man and a potential  leader. But after that, it seemed as if someone had just hastily rummaged through the Kerry family scrapbook. The photo of Kerry “serving” conveyed nothing about him, other than perhaps that he needed bifocals. The image used to illustrate his service as a prosecutor and then as a senator was difficult even to decipher. After watching the video multiple times, I realized he was in a courtroom pointing at a defendant. However, for the first several viewings, I couldn’t tell where he was standing and what he was pointing at (eerily foreshadowing the campaign George W. Bush would so successfully run against him). It looked, at first inspection, as if he were pointing at something outside the window because the camera moved too quickly from the full photo, which showed the heads of jurors in a courtroom at the bottom of the screen, to Kerry pointing toward a prominent leaded-glass window (because the defendant had been cropped out of the picture). Even the candidate’s final, arm-waving profile at the end seemed tepid, conveying weakness rather than strength.

The difference between the Clinton ad and the Kerry ad—like the difference between the Clinton campaign and virtually every other Democratic presidential campaign of the last three decades—reflects the difference between understanding and misunderstanding mind, brain, and emotion in American politics. If you think the failure to tell a coherent story, or to illustrate your words with evocative images, is just the “window dressing” of a campaign and makes little difference in the success or failure of a candidacy, you’re missing something very important about the political brain:


Political persuasion is about networks and narratives.2





 Getting Our Thoughts and Feelings in Order 


MODERATOR: Do you believe in general terms that gays and lesbians should have the same rights as other Americans?

BUSH: Yes. I don’t think they ought to have special rights, but I think they ought to have the same rights.

 



GORE: Well, there’s a law pending called the Employment Non-Discrimination Act. I strongly support it. What it says is that gays and lesbians can’t be fired from their job because they’re gay or lesbian. And it would be a federal law preventing that. Now, I wonder if the—it’s been blocked by the opponents in the majority in the Congress. I wonder if the Governor would lend his support to that law.

 



MODERATOR: Governor?

 



BUSH: Well, I have no idea. I mean, he can throw out all kinds—I don’t know the particulars of this law. I will tell you I’m the kind of person, I don’t hire or fire somebody based upon their sexual orientation. As a matter of fact, I would like to take the issue a little further. I don’t really think it’s any of my—you know, any of my concerns what—how you conduct your sex life. And I think that’s a private matter. And I think that’s the way it ought to be. But I’m going to be respectful for people, I’ll tolerate people, and I support equal rights but not special rights for people. (Second Presidential Debate between Vice President Al Gore and Governor George Bush, October 3, 2000)5




Republican strategists have recognized since the days of Richard Nixon that the road to victory is paved with emotional intentions. Richard Wirthlin, an economics professor who engineered Ronald Reagan’s successful campaigns of 1980 and 1984, realized that all the dispassionate economic assumptions he’d always believed about how people make decisions didn’t apply when people cast their ballots for Reagan.6 As he discovered, people were drawn to Reagan because they  identified with him, liked his emphasis on values over policy, trusted him, and found him authentic in his beliefs. It didn’t matter that they disagreed with most of his policy positions. Since Lyndon Johnson’s victory in 1964, Republicans have seen only two Democrats elected to  the White House, and both of those Democrats offered compelling emotional messages: Jimmy Carter promised to restore faith in government after Watergate, and Bill Clinton promised to restore hope to the American dream.

In the interchange between Vice President Gore and then-Governor Bush, Gore caught an inconsistency between Bush’s statement and the Republican position on the issue of gay rights. He then artfully challenged the governor either to support a tolerant stance that would have antagonized Bush’s fundamentalist base or to present himself as both a bigot and a hypocrite, having just stated that he was for equal rights.

Bush dodged the bullet. He played implicitly on the theme of the Washington outsider, essentially saying, “Aw, shucks, I don’t keep track of all them bills they’re always passing up there in Warshington.” He then turned a potential discussion of the intolerance of his party’s position into a discussion of the goodness of his heart and presented himself as a fair and compassionate person. Finally, he repeated a phrase, “special rights,” that implied that gays were asking for something  more than the average person, not just parity. In so doing, he activated a sense of unfairness in what gays and lesbians were asking for and hence allowed people to feel righteous—and self-righteous—in refusing to support the “unequal treatment” of a particular minority group. The use of “special rights” also elicited associations—largely unconscious, and hence all the more powerful because their effects were largely sub rosa—of affirmative action, a hot-button issue for many of the same people whose gut-level discomfort with homosexuality was the target of his communication.

The appeal of Bush’s response was not in its logical structure but in its emotional structure. One may certainly question the ethics of this subterfuge. My goal in this book is not to advocate that Democrats emulate the ethics of Karl Rove. But there is no relation between the extent to which an appeal is rational or emotional and the extent to which it is ethical or unethical. Every appeal is ultimately an emotional appeal to voters’ interests—what’s good for them and their families—or their values—what matters to them morally. The question that decides elections is whether the appeal is a weak one or a strong one.

In the exchange with Gore, Bush had made an emotional appeal that resonated with a significant sector of the population. The only response that could have countered its impact was an equally compelling emotional appeal—particularly a moral appeal—to many of the same voters whose emotions were activated by the phrase, “special rights” (a phrase that had been well honed and market-tested). Because intolerance toward gays and lesbians is often justified on religious grounds, Gore might well have used a religious idiom in response, such as the following:
Governor, no one is suggesting we give special rights to anyone, only that we treat all Americans as equal under the law—that we treat all Americans as God’s children. It’s about loving your neighbor, and recognizing that none of us—not me, and not you—is in the position to cast the first stone.





And if Gore wanted to see the interchange replayed a hundred times on cable—and to demonstrate his own affability (something he desperately needed to do)—he might have added, “But don’t worry, Governor, lovin’ your neighbor doesn’t mean you have to kiss ’em.”

Republicans understand what the philosopher David Hume recognized three centuries ago: that reason is a slave to emotion, not the other way around. With the exception of the Clinton era, Democratic strategists for the last three decades have instead clung tenaciously to the dispassionate view of the mind and to the campaign strategy that logically follows from it, namely one that focuses on facts, figures, policy statements, costs and benefits, and appeals to intellect and expertise.

They do so, I believe, because of an irrational emotional commitment to rationality—one that renders them, ironically, impervious to both scientific evidence on how the political mind and brain work and to an accurate diagnosis of why their campaigns repeatedly fail.

Paradoxically, this irrational commitment to rationality has rendered Democrats less, rather than more, likely to speak the truth. If you think about voters as calculating machines who add up the utility of your positions on “the issues,” you will invariably find yourself scouring the polls for your principles. And as soon as voters perceive you as turning to opinion polls instead of your internal polls—your  emotions, and particularly your moral emotions—they will see you as weak, waffling, pandering, and unprincipled.

And they will be right.

Careful attention to policy is the stuff of good governance. And under the right circumstances, even voters without much interest in politics—who are usually the voters most up for grabs in an election—will think about what they’ve heard, consider the differences between two principles or positions, and deliberate—if only long enough to draw an emotional conclusion (e.g., “I just don’t like that guy”).

But the “right circumstances” are always emotional. Behind every reasoned decision is a reason for deciding. We do not pay attention to arguments unless they engender our interest, enthusiasm, fear, anger, or contempt. We are not moved by leaders with whom we do not feel an emotional resonance. We do not find policies worth debating if they don’t touch on the emotional implications for ourselves, our families, or things we hold dear. From the standpoint of research in neuroscience, the more purely “rational” an appeal, the less it is likely to activate the emotion circuits that regulate voting behavior.

“Reasonable” actions almost always require the integration of thought and emotion,7 and the most powerful campaign advertisements, the most effective speeches, and the most effective moments in debates all combine emotion and cognition. But they do so in a very particular way, and in a very particular sequence. Usually they lead with something emotionally compelling—a moral issue facing the country, the personal history of the candidate, a story about a person the candidate has met on the campaign trail, an injustice that cries out to be rectified. They then follow with a contrast between the two candidates or parties, creating emotional resonance with one and dissonance with the other. Only then—once people are engaged emotionally and made aware of the choices confronting them—do they describe how they might fix the problem. And they usually “conclude the argument” with a return to emotion.

In the chapters that follow, I contrast the dispassionate and passionate visions of the mind, describe their manifestations in American politics, and provide a blueprint for running emotionally compelling campaigns. Part I describes how the political mind and brain actually  work. Part II provides principles for running an emotionally compelling campaign based on the best available science and a “clinical” dissection of campaign speeches, inaugural addresses, presidential debates, stump speeches, radio addresses, and television commercials. These chapters also focus on several issues that have left Democrats tongue-tied for much of three decades—most importantly, abortion, guns, race, taxes, national security, and gay marriage—and show how a different understanding of mind and brain leads to a very different way of talking with voters about them.




 There Is a Better Way 

This book is about the science and practice of persuasion in American politics, not about my own political persuasion. However, I had a choice to make in how to write it. I could have written it as a twenty-first-century scientific advisor to the prince, whether the prince happens to be garbed in red or blue. And in one sense, by laying out a vision of mind and brain and principles for campaign strategy that flow from it, I am stepping into some large, if not altogether savory, sixteenth century Italian shoes.

But the timing, if not the content, of this book is neither accidental nor apolitical. When I began writing this book, we had been living for several years in a one-party state. As I write these words today, the Democratic Party is enjoying a renewed vitality, having regained both houses of Congress in the November 2006 midterm elections. The obvious question is the extent to which the election of 2006 reflects changes in political strategy, a realignment of the electorate, or the fact that Democrats were running against a spectacularly unpopular president, a war opposed by two-thirds of the country, and a party that had staked its claims on morality while its members were dropping like flies because of moral indiscretions, culminating in the revelation, just before the election, that the congressman chairing the House committee charged with doing something about pedophilia was doing a little too much about it on his own time.

There is no question that Democrats made better campaign decisions in 2006 than they had made in 2000, 2002, and 2004. A conspicuous  example was the directive by Democratic campaign leaders in the House and Senate that their candidates were no longer going to take attacks on the chin and were instead going to respond forcefully and immediately. And by the fall of 2006, when Democrats could smell red meat on Iraq, they found their voice, overcoming the deadly laryngitis that had infected the party since September 11, 2001.

In an interview of Meet the Press, rising Democratic superstar (and now Senator) Claire McCaskill had this exchange with Tim Russert, in which she combined bluntness, folksiness, and a powerfully evocative metaphor:
MR. RUSSERT: Ms. McCaskill, you said this. “We should redeploy our troops strategically within the region over a two-year time frame.” What does that mean?

 



MS. McCASKILL: . . . [Y]ou know, as a daughter of rural Missouri, we have a saying, “If you’re in a hole, you need to quit digging.”8






On a range of issues, Democrats began to use phrases and imagery that translated the Democratic litany of issues that had shown little traction earlier in the campaign into the language of values and emotion. Soon-to-be Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi described the Republicans’ refusal to raise the minimum wage in ten years as “immoral,” declared that “We want to send our energy money to the Midwest, not the Middle East,”9 and proclaimed on the eve of the election that the only way to end the culture of corruption in Congress was to “drain the swamp.”

Clearly, something very different was happening on the left side of the aisle in the fall of 2006 than had been the case for the last six years, culminating in Virginia Senator Jim Webb’s blistering response to the president’s surreally upbeat State of the Union message in January of 2007. Webb began by sounding a populist theme with just the kinds of words that would—and should—make the average voter angry: 
When one looks at the health of our economy, it’s almost as if we are living in two different countries. Some say that things have never been better. The stock market is at an all-time high, and so are corporate profits. But these benefits are not being fairly shared. When I graduated from college, the average corporate CEO made 20 times what the average worker did; today, it’s nearly 400 times. In other words, it takes the average worker more than a year to make the money that his or her boss makes in one day.





He went on to describe his own family’s long history of military service, including his own son’s boots on the ground in Iraq, and immediately disarmed any attempt to represent him as the spokesperson for a party that doesn’t “support our troops”:
Like so many other Americans, today and throughout our history, we serve and have served . . . because we love our country. On the political issues—those matters of war and peace, and in some cases of life and death—we trusted the judgment of our national leaders. We hoped that they would be right, that they would measure with accuracy the value of our lives against the enormity of the national interest that might call upon us to go into harm’s way.

We owed them our loyalty, as Americans, and we gave it. But they owed us—sound judgment, clear thinking, concern for our welfare, a guarantee that the threat to our country was equal to the price we might be called upon to pay in defending it.

The president took us into this war recklessly. He disregarded warnings from the national security adviser during the first Gulf War, the chief of staff of the army, two former commanding generals of the Central Command, whose jurisdiction includes Iraq, the director of operations on the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and many, many others with great integrity and long experience in national security affairs. We are now, as a nation, held hostage to the predictable—and predicted—disarray that has followed.10







Clearly this was the face of a very different Democratic Party.

Yet when a CNN poll taken shortly after the election asked voters what they made of the Democrats’ extraordinary reversal of fortune on Election Day, 64 percent described it as a rejection of the Republicans, 27 percent as a mandate for Democrats, and less than half that number—13 percent—as a reflection of support for Democratic programs.11


The problems that inspired me to write this book are systemic, not transient, reflected in forty years of electoral history. The same problems were apparent even in January 2006, at the start of what turned out to be a transformative election year. Despite all the trenchant postmortems of the Kerry campaign and a spate of wonderfully insightful books about the State of the Party,12 the Democratic response to the president’s State of the Union address provides a sobering contrast to the one delivered just a year later, showing how little party strategists had learned from the debacles of the prior three elections.

Against a formidable opponent, the Democratic Party put up a fresh, earnest, but mild mannered political newcomer, and armed him with a tepid refrain with all the emotional appeal of flat soda mixed with backwash: “There is a better way.”

Against a president in a dark suit and power tie, with a dark and powerful message about evil lurking in the dark—delivering his message in a weighty setting, before the U.S. Congress—they chose a fireside setting and a matching sartorial selection with all the gravitas of  Mr. Rogers’ Neighborhood.

Against a president who flaunted a law against wiretapping without judicial authority and began his speech with a moving tribute to Coretta Scott King, they neglected to mention the wiretaps against Dr. Martin Luther King that had in part inspired the law the president was breaking—or the president’s decision to take a week of vacation and fundraising trips as poor black people watched their homes swept away by Hurricane Katrina—or the tens of thousands of African Americans his brother had kept from the polls in Florida in 2000 with his infamous “felons list”—or the thousands of African Americans in Ohio in 2004 who had been forced to choose between exercising the right to vote, for which Dr. King had given his life, and their need to  go home to take care of their children after six hours in line without adequate polling booths.

In arguably one of the most disastrous years of any presidency in modern American history—the response to Katrina, the election of Hamas in Palestine, the election of Shiite clerics in Iraq, 2,500 American soldiers dead in Iraq and counting, the indictment of the vice president’s closest advisor—the most trenchant emotional chorus the Democratic Party could muster was “There is a better way.”

Republicans would never have sent out a rookie to guard Bill Clinton. They would never have tried to “market” a slogan without vetting it for its emotional power by people who understand the power of emotion. And if an incumbent Democratic president had ever had a year like Bush did in 2005, the Republicans would have come out with their unregulated guns a’blazin’.

It’s easy to forget history, even recent history. The Iraq War was the ticket to Democratic success in 2006, but it didn’t start out that way. When now-Congressman Joe Sestak announced he was running for Congress in Pennsylvania in early 2006, he was told by leading Democratic strategists not to talk about pulling troops out of Iraq because doing so might encourage the image of Democrats as weak on national security.”13 Sestak, a retired vice admiral in the Navy, ignored their advice and won his bid against a twenty-year Republican incumbent.

The advice Sestak received was standard Democratic fare. Democrats didn’t begin to speak with even a half-dozen voices (let alone one) on Iraq until late August, just three months before the election. At the end of July 2006, polls showed the electorate, including Independents, split down the middle on Iraq.14 Less than three weeks later, the tide had begun to turn, as the majority now believed the war was a mistake. As journalists and Democratic candidates began challenging Republican statements about Iraq as part of the “global war on terror,” the majority of Americans started to perceive the war in Iraq as a hindrance to antiterrorist efforts—a view that had been held only by a small minority since 2002.15 By the time of the election, the war was deeply unpopular, and the vast majority of Independents had swung to the left.

What happened in the three short months from the end of July to the beginning of November?

What should have happened in 2002.

The political scientist John Zaller16 has shown that public opinion follows the lead of party leaders and pundits, with partisans turning to their own leaders for cues on what to think and feel about the central questions of the day where there is no obvious consensus. When “opinion makers” on their side of the aisle are silent, when only a handful of them are breaking with the current consensus, or when they speak with multiple, inconsistent voices, most people stick with the consensus view. Until August 2006, the consensus remained as it had been since 2002, that Iraq was part of the “war on terror.”

The situation in early 2006, when Democratic strategists were advising candidates to go light on criticism of the president and the war, was not an anomaly. In 2002, as the Maryland sniper terrorized the nation’s capital on the eve of the midterm election, Democrats didn’t utter a word about guns. Poll numbers showed that two-third of Americans supported stricter gun laws even before the Maryland sniper began his rampage. Yet party strategists were afraid Democrats would get branded as “anti-gun,” so they advocated silence instead of branding Republicans and the National Rifle Association as extremists who can’t tell the difference between a hunting rifle and an M-16. The same scenario recurred four years later, as multiple fatal school shootings occurred just weeks before the midterm election of 2006.

This book offers a diagnosis of why the party of McGovern, Dukakis, Mondale, Gore, and Kerry has had trouble doing better than “There is a better way.”

If my words seem harsh to the Democratic ear, it is not out of disrespect. It is out of respect for the values of the Democratic Party, and for the tens of millions of Americans both on the left and in the center of the political spectrum who cherish many of those values and want to see them reflected in their government. But these values won’t be reflected if Democrats continue to make their best appeals to the electorate only when the other side is so bad that people have no choice but  to slouch toward Massachusetts. And they won’t be reflected if they continue to offer voters the choice between the Grand Old Party that competes in the marketplace of emotions and the Bland Old Party that has bet the farm on the marketplace of ideas—and as a result has too often found itself with little but the donkey and the dung.





chapter two

 RATIONAL MINDS, IRRATIONAL CAMPAIGNS

[image: 006]


When the eloquent Adlai Stevenson was running for president against Dwight Eisenhower, a woman gushed to the Democratic candidate after a rally, “Every thinking person will be voting for you.” Stevenson supposedly replied: “Madam, that is not enough. I need a majority.”1





The founding fathers, many of the great seventeenth and eighteenth century philosophers whose ideas shaped their thinking (and ultimately the U.S. Constitution), and two hundred years of political scientists, economists, and cognitive scientists have held to some version of a dispassionate vision of the mind. According to this view, people make decisions by weighing the available evidence and reaching conclusions that make the most sense of the data, as long as they have a minimum of time and interest. Many have argued that this is the way the mind works. The vast majority have argued that this is the way it should work if people are behaving rationally.2


This view of the mind is not one to be dismissed lightly. It is a vision that ushered in the Age of Reason and was intimately related to the rise of democracy, freedom from religious authority, and development of  the scientific method. By turning to reason, philosophers could argue against the absolute authority of monarchy, usually justified by appeals to divinity, tradition, or assumptions about the natural order of things.

This was the approach taken by the social contract philosophers who influenced the framing of the American Constitution. The common denominator of the social contract theorists (and their modern-day descendants, notably the philosopher John Rawls) was that people came together to create a state and govern themselves through rational autonomous choice.

Although these philosophers generally agreed that reason is the basis of democracy, they differed in the extent to which they allowed a place for emotion at the table of the republic. Thomas Hobbes, whose  Leviathan ushered in the age of social contract theories, argued that people enter into a social contract—an agreement to submit to laws and join civilized society—because they seek pleasure and avoid pain. Ultimately, however, he presumed that giving up the liberty to do as one pleases makes rational sense when compared with the “war of all against all” that constitutes the “state of nature” prior to the social contract, in which life is “nasty, brutish, and short.”3


The framers of the U.S. Constitution themselves were of many minds about emotion, although in general, in keeping with more than 2000 years of Western philosophy since Plato, they feared the distorting influence of emotion on the rational thought necessary for good decisions in a democracy.4 Plato argued that when reason and passion collide, the proper place for passion is in the back seat. In the Federalist Papers, the framers of American democracy made clear, like both Plato and the social contract philosophers, that only through reason can people set aside their self-interested and parochial desires to make decisions in the common interest. Passions can lead to rapid, poorly thought-out, self-interested acts, or to the psychology of the mob, inflamed by the emotion of the moment and capable of turning on anyone in its path.5





 Inventing the Calculator 

In one version or another, the vision of an ideally dispassionate electorate has dominated political science as well as political philosophy.  Political scientists have expressed concerns since the origins of their discipline—and particularly since the advent of modern polling in the 1940s—about the “irrationality” of the American electorate. Walter Lippmann used the term public opinion in 1922 to describe the morass of beliefs (about what is happening in the economy, what is going on in the world, and what policies might make things better) held by a population that generally lacks the firsthand experience and expertise to know what is truly going on. For eighty years, political scientists have echoed his concerns, focusing on the way American voters are vulnerable to all manner of irrational appeals6 and seem more likely to attach a sense of duty to showing up at the polls than to knowing who and what, exactly, they are voting for.

In actuality, the American public at the dawn of our democracy was even less issue-oriented than the public today, largely pledging its political allegiance to the men who had fought the Revolutionary War until their generation died out in the early to mid-1800s, and then voting primarily based on their habitual allegiance to one or another political party for decades thereafter.7 As we shall see, allegiance to party—a largely emotional allegiance8—remains the central determinant of voting behavior today. The same is true in most stable Western democracies, where political affiliation tends to be handed from generation to generation like a family heirloom.

With the advent of modern polling, U.S. politicians have had at their disposal constant information on public opinion—on where it is and where it seems to be going—that has been a constant source of both angst and ambivalence to political campaigns. On the one hand, in a representative democracy or a republic such as our own, representatives are supposed to represent their constituents—and hence to attend to their opinions. On the other hand, leaders have access to information not available to the average citizen and expertise that comes from governing. Thus, they are supposed to lead—including staying one step ahead of, and helping to shape, public opinion.

The problem, according to most accounts, is that public opinion largely reflects efforts at manipulation by special interests and political elites, often filtered through a media that only sometimes serves as the  “Fourth Estate” envisioned by the founders. George Marcus, a political scientist who has challenged the traditional understanding of reason and emotion in politics, has eloquently described the prescriptions typically offered by scholars of American electoral politics:
Most of the current proposals for reform . . . minimize the evocation of passion and enhance the function of rationality. The effort has been to encourage the dispassionate citizen: a citizen who will watch reasoned debates, read detailed issue position papers, read newspapers to get thoroughly informed about the facts underlying the many public policy issues; a citizen who will be less inclined to vote as he or she has voted in the past and more inclined to “weigh the issues” . . . ; a citizen who will be less responsive to the attractiveness and appeal of candidates and guided more by their programs; a citizen who will be less distracted by matters of public performance, the gaffes or slips of the tongue, and more mindful of the candidate’s record of public service. All in all, what is called for is a citizen more serious, more reasoning, and less passionate.9






Such prescriptions are not entirely without merit. The problems they attempt to address have been amplified in the era of cable television, when the media increasingly mix information with entertainment (sex scandals are much more entertaining than war scandals) and when public disinterest in “issues” leads to less issue-oriented programming (because “issue” programming is less profitable), creating a vicious circle in which increasingly ill-informed voters prefer increasingly ill-informing programs (whatever happened to Chandra, Laci, the runaway bride, and Natalie?). The problem is further compounded when media executives follow precisely the same polls as politicians and use them to “spin” their news in a way more likely to appeal to a larger segment of the population, as when CNN veered sharply to the right during the 2004 presidential campaign as it watched its market share erode in favor of the more conservative Fox Network.

However, these maneuvers seriously understate the complex relations between thought and feeling in mind and brain—and by extension in state and nation.

Neither the social contract philosophers nor their dispassionate modern-day heirs in political science ever wrestled adequately with the fact that people all start out with strong emotional commitments to communities, tribes, sects, or nations that raise the question, “Whose interests should the rational actor pursue—his own, his immediate family, his extended family, his tribe, his religious sect, his state, or his nation?” This has been one of the great sticking points—and one of the great unknowns—in the attempt to extend democracy to peoples who do not start with the Western assumption of autonomous individuals, who may instead put what the anthropologist Clifford Geertz10 called “primordial sentiments” toward tribal or religious communities above all others. There is nothing to protect a minority group in a democracy if people enter into the social contract without the peculiarly Western, individualistic assumptions embodied in our Declaration of Independence that were themselves the product of centuries of intellectual history: that all men (and ultimately women and blacks) are created equal, endowed with certain inalienable rights.

The vision of the dispassionate mind of the political scientist is remarkably consistent with the vision of the decision theorist and cognitive scientist. Indeed, it is no accident that when Howard Gardner published his landmark book, The Mind’s New Science,11 the word emotion  did not appear in the index. Across a number of fields—cognitive science, psychology, and business, as well as political science and economics—the most widely held models of judgment and decision making are “bounded rationality” models. These models suggest that we are essentially reasonable animals, give or take a few shortcuts our minds take to make rapid judgments when we have neither the time nor interest to deliberate over which brand of olive oil to grab off the shelf—or which lever to pull in the ballot box if we are not terribly informed or interested in politics.3


Contemporary models of decision making are derived from rational decision theories that focus on the processes by which people   weigh the pros and cons of various options and draw conclusions designed to maximize their expected utility. According to these models, when people make decisions, they consider the utility to them of different aspects of each option and the likelihood of obtaining them.12 A rational actor compares each potential option on its expected utility by adding up the costs and benefits of each option, weighing in their probabilities.

So how might such models work in practice, particularly in electoral politics?

It’s 2004, and a fifty-two-year-old coal miner in rural Pennsylvania has to decide whether to vote for George W. Bush or John Kerry. According to rational decision models, he makes (and should make) his choice as follows.

First, he selects the issues that affect him most and weighs their importance, from least to most important. Let’s say these issues include safe working conditions at the mine, job security, the solvency of Social Security and his pension plan, safety from terrorist attacks, and safety from violent crime. Given that he lives in rural Pennsylvania, he doesn’t need to worry much about terrorist attacks or violent crime from inner-city gang members. The probability of such events is small enough that he might give each one a low importance rating, perhaps a 1 on a scale from 1 to 5. On the other hand, given his occupation and his age, if he is rational, he should heavily weigh safety conditions at the mine, job security, and his retirement security, giving these issues each an importance rating of, say, 5.

He then assigns a utility value for each candidate on each issue. Let’s say Kerry receives a score of +3 for each of the economic and occupational issues, whereas Bush receives -3 on each of these issues, given his prior voting record. But Bush is tough on terror and crime, so he gets +3 on the final two issues, whereas Kerry seems to be windsurfing through life and hence earns a -2 on each.

The next step is to multiply the two sets of numbers, producing a combined index of the importance of each issue and the likely utility of a vote for the candidate. Finally, to decide which way to cast his vote, the miner adds up the totals for each candidate to see who scores best for him across the issues that matter.

If our coal miner has even a napkin on which to scribble a few numbers, his decision should be clear. Kerry’s score for the three most important issues totals 45, minus 4 points for his disutility on terror and crime, earning him a total expected utility of 41. Bush, on the other hand, racks up 6 points for his toughness but loses 45 for his record on worker safety, the economy, and Social Security, producing an expected utility of -39. The contest isn’t even close, with an 80-point spread between the two candidates.

Kerry’s problem, however, is that he never met a coal miner, or any other voter for that matter, who actually makes decisions this way. Nor have I. The only people who think like this on important issues—whether choosing a spouse or a president—have serious brain damage or psychopathology. In Descartes’ Error, the neurologist Antonio Damasio13 describes patients with damage to regions of the frontal lobes involved in emotional decision making (and particularly in linking thought and feeling) who look very much like this. In one case, a patient spent over thirty minutes trying to decide which date and time would be optimal for their next appointment. Without an emotional signal to say “this isn’t worth debating anymore,” he continued to weigh the utility of every possible alternative.

Yet not only do most decision theories assume this kind of decision making on issues of importance to people. So does much of contemporary Democratic campaign strategy. We can hear the whirring of the dispassionate mind in the following exchange on Medicare that occurred during the first presidential debate between Al Gore and George W. Bush in 2000:
GORE: . . . Under the Governor’s plan, if you kept the same fee for service that you have now under Medicare, your premiums would go up by between 18% and 47%, and that is the study of the Congressional plan that he’s modeled his proposal on by the Medicare actuaries. Let me give you one quick example. There is a man here tonight named George McKinney from Milwaukee. He’s 70 years old, has high blood pressure, his wife has heart trouble. They have an income of $25,000 a year. They can’t pay for their prescription drugs. They’re some of the ones that go to  Canada regularly in order to get their prescription drugs. Under my plan, half of their costs would be paid right away. Under Governor Bush’s plan, they would get not one penny for four to five years and then they would be forced to go into an HMO or to an insurance company and ask them for coverage, but there would be no limit on the premiums or the deductibles or any of the terms and conditions.

 



BUSH: I cannot let this go by, the old-style Washington politics, if we’re going to scare you in the voting booth. Under my plan the man gets immediate help with prescription drugs. It’s called Immediate Helping Hand. Instead of squabbling and finger pointing, he gets immediate help. Let me say something.

 



MODERATOR (Jim Lehrer, PBS): You’re—

 



GORE: They get $25,000 a year income; that makes them ineligible.

 



BUSH: Look, this is a man who has great numbers. He talks about numbers. I’m beginning to think not only did he invent the Internet, but he invented the calculator. It’s fuzzy math. (First presidential debate between Vice President Al Gore and Governor George Bush, October 3, 2000)14






Now let’s take a “clinical” look at this interchange. Note the expected utility model underlying Gore’s approach. He saw his job as to convince the average senior citizen or aging worker—someone not unlike our hypothetical Pennsylvania coal miner—that Bush’s plan would have a lower utility value than his own. Now there’s nothing wrong with comparing and contrasting plans, although Gore’s appeal would have been far more effective if he had simply reversed the order, reeling voters in with a personal story and then hooking them with a contrast between his plan and Bush’s. And from the standpoint of the dispassionate mind, Bush clearly had few answers to Gore’s charges, other than to play the Washington outsider and mumble some platitudes about helping hands.

After eight years as vice president and months campaigning against George W. Bush, Gore clearly knew everything he needed to know about every “issue” in the campaign. The last thing he needed was a debate coach to quiz him on facts and figures. Yet precisely this kind of debate preparation set him up for the most memorable (and, for Gore, the most destructive) moment of the debate: Bush’s line about Gore claiming to invent the calculator. Bush delivered this barbed one-liner with an affable style that stood in stark juxtaposition to Gore’s nonverbal dismissiveness of Bush’s arguments (and, by extension, of his intellect).15 The line was unfair, but the Gore team handed it to him, by attending to the facts and figures rather than to the stories  Bush had been telling the public about Gore. Instead of getting voters to feel the difference between his concern for the welfare of seniors struggling to pay their medical bills and Bush’s, Gore went to a level of numerical precision—premised on a model of expected utility, giving them every number they needed to make the appropriate calculations—that played right into Bush’s strategy of portraying Gore as an emotionless policy wonk, “not a regular guy, like us.”

Gore’s statement, “your premiums would go up by between 18% and 47%, and that is the study of the congressional plan that he’s modeled his proposal on by the Medicare actuaries,” may well have been accurate, and it was surely convincing to his debate “prep” coach, Bob Shrum, who was a master debater at Georgetown and must have clenched his fist with delight and shouted “yes!” when he heard the figures roll off Gore’s tongue. In fact, following the debate, while media pundits were concluding decisively on television that the debate had been a disaster for Gore, Shrum and his colleagues were celebrating, convinced that their fighter had put his opponent on the mat multiple times.16


In rational terms, Gore had given Bush a beating. But in emotional terms, both the presentation of exact numbers (as opposed to “your premiums would go up by about a third”) and the mention of “actuaries” undercut the story Gore most needed to tell the American people: that he cared about that seventy-year-old man, and he would do something about it. Instead, his exacting reference to numbers and actuaries reinforced the story George W. Bush wanted to tell about him: “Look,  I’m like you, I don’t care about all this fancy math. I care about people. They’re just statistics to him.”17


In that single line about inventing the calculator, Bush killed three birds with one stone. He established himself as a guy with a sense of humor who would likely be fun to have around for the next four years. He reiterated themes about Gore’s hubris and lack of trustworthiness that struck at the heart of his character. And most importantly, he disarmed Gore for the remaining debates—and the rest of the election—of the value of data. From that point forward, all reference to numbers was just “fuzzy math.”

It didn’t help, of course, that the media did their postmodernism routine, turning Gore’s claims about Bush’s Medicare plan and tax cuts, which both turned out to be true, into a he said/she said contest of competing claims to a truth that somehow couldn’t be adjudicated.18  But it’s the job of a campaign to get the media to convey its message rather than the opponent’s message, and in the last thirty years, with the exception of the Clinton years, Republicans have consistently outflanked Democrats in these maneuvers, using the same emotional skill they have demonstrated with the electorate.

So now let’s return to our hypothetical Pennsylvania coal miner, who was likely a Democrat in the 1970s, a Reagan Democrat in the 1980s, and considered himself an Independent with Republican leanings in 2004. If public opinion polls provide any indication, he was not  likely to place more weight on the issues that actually affect his life than on concerns about terrorism and violent crime that were of far less immediate relevance to his own and his family’s safety. And, with the right priming, he was likely to place a heavy weight on homosexuals getting married in San Francisco and Massachusetts.

With this emotional calculus, our rational decision maker enthusiastically cast his ballot for Bush in 2004. And in fact, extrapolating from the 2004 exit polls, he had a 55% to 60% likelihood of voting doing so, as long as he wasn’t a union member. Like his fellow Pennsylvanians, he also probably rated terrorism as the most important issue on his mind as he cast his ballot.19


Now to be fair, bounded rationality models are more sophisticated than the kind of classical utility models I have described.20  Their rationality is not boundless. They recognize the existence of cognitive shortcuts (called heuristics) and other cognitive biases that can lead a rational mind astray (biases whose discovery led to the Nobel Prize for psychologist Daniel Kahneman).21 For example, people are prone to the availability bias, by which they may overestimate the frequency (or danger) of an event on the basis of how readily it comes to mind (i.e., on how available it is to their consciousness).22 Thus, after the United States was attacked on September 11, and after repeated televised terror alerts, a voter was likely to weight the likelihood of a terrorist attack as higher than a car accident, even though tenfold more people died in car accidents in 2001 than in the Twin Towers.23


Bounded rationality models are a vast improvement over eighteenth century notions of rationality, but they actually don’t help us much with our Pennsylvania coal miner. The availability bias might explain why he placed so much emphasis on the possibility of terrorist attacks. But it doesn’t explain why terrorism was more available to his consciousness than to the consciousness of the average urban New Yorker, who, realistically, had much more to fear from al Qaeda but voted for John Kerry. And it doesn’t explain why recent mine disasters, which should be particularly available to the consciousness of a miner in a neighboring state, seemed to loom less large than the specter of two men kissing on the courthouse steps in San Francisco.




 The Marketplace of Emotions 

The view of democracy that naturally flows from the dispassionate view of the mind is of a marketplace of ideas. Parties and politicians who want to convince others of their point of view lay out the data, make their best case, and leave it to the electorate to weigh the arguments and exercise their capacity to reason. To the Western ear, and particularly to the American ear, this view of mind and politics seems eminently “reasonable.”

But this view of mind and brain couldn’t be further from the truth. In politics, when reason and emotion collide, emotion invariably wins. Although the marketplace of ideas is a great place to shop for policies,  the marketplace that matters most in American politics is the marketplace of emotions.

Republicans have a keen eye for markets, and they have a near-monopoly in the marketplace of emotions. They have kept government off our backs, torn down that wall, saved the flag, left no child behind, protected life, kept our marriages sacred, restored integrity to the Oval Office, spread democracy to the Middle East, and fought an unrelenting war on terror. The Democrats, in contrast, have continued to place their stock in the marketplace of ideas. And in so doing, they have been trading in the wrong futures.

I have it on good authority (i.e., off the record) that leading conservatives have chortled with joy (usually accompanied by astonishment) as they watched their Democratic counterparts campaign by reciting their best facts and figures, as if they were trying to prevail in a high school debate tournament. They must have heaved a huge sigh of relief (but not on the air) when Al Gore ran for president pretending that he had not co-presided over one of the most prosperous periods in modern American history. One can only imagine the relief of the Bush campaign in 2004 when no one thought to pull out the classic television footage of a smiling Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney shaking hands in the 1980s with an equally charming Saddam Hussein, with the narration, “Why was Vice President Cheney so sure Saddam had weapons of mass destruction? Because he sold them to him.” And they must certainly have appreciated the Kerry campaign’s failure to juxtapose footage of Governor Bush running for his first term as president with his arm around his biggest campaign contributor, Ken Lay, promising to “run this country like a CEO runs a company.”

These failures are systematic, not incidental. There is no doubt that institutional factors play a key role in the difficulty Democrats have had, particularly in presidential politics. Since John F. Kennedy, in the last forty-five years, the three Democrats who have ascended to the presidency (Lyndon Johnson, Jimmy Carter, and Bill Clinton) have shared one characteristic: They were from the South. Indeed, virtually every political consultant who has led his candidate into the White House in the last three decades on both sides of the aisle—Roger Ailes  (who later started Fox News), Lee Atwater, Hamilton Jordan, Patrick Caddell, James Carville, Paul Begala, and Karl Rove—have hailed from the South. Given the strength of John Edwards’ resurgence in the 2004 primaries after Super Tuesday in 2004—despite the fact that voting for Edwards was by that point a lost cause since John Kerry had already just about wrapped up enough delegates to win the nomination—it takes little stretch of the imagination to suggest that had the first Democratic primaries been held in Georgia and Florida, we might today be writing about the prospects for reelection of President Edwards.

But institutional factors are only part of the problem. Since Franklin Roosevelt more than sixty years ago, only one Republican incumbent has failed in his bid for re-election to the Presidency, whereas only one Democrat has succeeded. These are astounding figures given that when the electorate hasn’t been evenly split in party identification during those years, Democrats have generally outnumbered Republicans.

What Franklin Roosevelt and Bill Clinton shared was not only the keen intellect so valued by those of us to the left of center but something deeply valued by people in the heartland: an understanding of what they were feeling. When Roosevelt assured Americans that they had nothing to fear but fear itself; when he engaged them in heart-to-heart conversations in their own homes in his fireside chats; when he confidently responded with innovative programs and offered people a “New Deal” in a terrible time of depression and desperation, he was reading the emotional pulse of the American people.

The following passage from his second fireside chat was delivered less than three months into his presidency, on May 7, 1933, as he was engaged in the most radical legislative agenda in the history of the nation:
Two months ago we were facing serious problems. The country was dying by inches. It was dying because trade and commerce had declined to dangerously low levels; prices for basic commodities were such as to destroy the value of the assets of national institutions such as banks, savings banks, insurance  companies, and others. These institution . . . were foreclosing mortgages, calling loans, refusing credit.... We were faced by a condition and not a theory.24






In this one paragraph, we can see the opening act of a narrative structure that would frame not only this particular (and crucial) fireside chat but the story of his presidency. He began with a diagnosis. He made clear that he understood that this was “a condition and not a theory,” that these were real people’s lives he was talking about. He then continued, using a familiar narrative construction with tremendous emotional power, describing two alternatives, one that had already led to ruin, and the other that would require a leap of faith in a time of hopelessness:
There were just two alternatives: The first was to allow the foreclosures to continue, credit to be withheld and money to go into hiding.... It is easy to see that the result of this course would have not only economic effects of a very serious nature but social results that might bring incalculable harm. Even before I was inaugurated I came to the conclusion that such a policy was too much to ask the American people to bear. It involved not only a further loss of homes, farms, savings and wages but also a loss of spiritual values—the loss of that sense of security for the present and the future so necessary to the peace and contentment of the individual and of his family. When you destroy these things you will find it difficult to establish confidence of any sort in the future. It was clear that mere appeals from Washington for confidence and the mere lending of more money to shaky institutions could not stop this downward course. A prompt program applied as quickly as possible seemed to me not only justified but imperative to our national security.





In this passage, Roosevelt was elaborating his narrative emotionally, leading the listener from the hopeless state of economic affairs with which he began his presidency, to the alternatives facing the country, to the dire consequences of failing to take bold and decisive  action. He reassured his listeners that in taking a leap of faith with him they were not plunging into the abyss with a man who lacked either the courage or the knowledge to lead, liberally mixing occasional phrases that most Americans could not exactly understand (e.g., “forcing liquidation”) that conveyed his command of the issues with emotionally charged phrases that conveyed that he understood where they lived.

After next outlining one piece of bold legislation after another, sharing the credit for these legislative achievements with the Congress and members of both parties, Roosevelt continued, in a spirit of honesty and humility that today seems like a distant memory in American political-speak:
Today we have reason to believe that things are a little better than they were two months ago. Industry has picked up, railroads are carrying more freight, farm prices are better, but I am not going to indulge in issuing proclamations of overenthusiastic assurance. We cannot bally-ho ourselves back to prosperity. I am going to be honest at all times with the people of the country.... I know that the people of this country will understand this and will also understand the spirit in which we are undertaking this policy. I do not deny that we may make mistakes of procedure as we carry out the policy. I have no expectation of making a hit every time I come to bat. What I seek is the highest possible batting average, not only for myself but for the team. Theodore Roosevelt once said to me: “If I can be right 75 percent of the time I shall come up to the fullest measure of my hopes.”





And ultimately, he concluded his address to the hearts and minds of the American people on a note of confidence, determination, and shared mission:
To you, the people of this country, all of us, the Members of the Congress and the members of this Administration, owe a profound debt of gratitude. Throughout the Depression you have been patient. You have granted us wide powers, you have encouraged us  with a wide-spread approval of our purposes. Every ounce of strength and every resource at our command we have devoted to the end of justifying your confidence. We are encouraged to believe that a wise and sensible beginning has been made. In the present spirit of mutual confidence and mutual encouragement we go forward.





Fast-forward a half century, and we see Bill Clinton listening to people in unstaged town hall meetings, his eyes always locking with theirs. Like Roosevelt, he understood the power of a one-two punch in politics: following an emotional appeal that draws his audience in with some specifics about what exactly he is going to do to make their lives better.

The second debate of the presidential election of 1992 had a town hall format that showcased a spry, young, emotional heavyweight (Clinton) against an aging, badly mismatched welterweight (George H. Bush) on a canvas that could not have been better suited for the younger, quicker, more emotionally powerful man. An audience member posed a question to President Bush about the national debt that was essentially about how he could understand the plight of people in the midst of a recession when he was not personally feeling it.
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