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  I am writing this book in frustrating times. These days, everyone seems to be angry at someone or at some group belonging to “the enemy.” National opinion surveys are showing that the majority of people say that they are unhappy with “the way things are going.” This discontent is widespread, and it is destructive. Critical legislation cannot get passed, voting is contentious, religion-based and politics-based intolerance distorts public policy, and effective social action becomes difficult if not impossible. In the swirling of this vortex, voices that choose the path of reason, moderation, and accommodation are not being heard. Our society is being subjected to social forces that are trying to divide us from each other, to make us want to demonize and cast out anybody with different opinions. But our so-called opponents are in fact our fellow citizens; we are all living on the same planet, and no matter how we may wish it, no one can just “go away.” Should we not all unite and try to solve our common problems together?




  Let’s see what we are dealing with here. I will present a number of radical, extremist quotations illuminating various points about social divisiveness that need to be examined. Right now, I want to provide just a few examples so you can get a feel for the magnitude of the problem. I have mainly selected quotes related to the topic of religion, since that is one of the hottest of the hot-button issues where our divisions seem to be so insurmountable.




  Gary Potter, president of Catholics for Christian Political Action, has been quoted as saying, “When the Christian majority takes over this country, there will be no satanic churches, no more free distribution of pornography, no more talk of rights for homosexuals. After the Christian majority takes control, pluralism will be seen as immoral and evil and the state will not permit anybody the right to practice evil.”1




  Randall Terry, founder of the antiabortion organization Operation Rescue, has voiced thoughts similar in intent to those of Potter’s. He has been quoted as saying, “I want you to just let a wave of intolerance wash over you. I want you to let a wave of hatred wash over you. Yes, hate is good. … Our goal is a Christian nation. We have a biblical duty, we are called by God, to conquer this country. We don’t want equal time. We don’t want pluralism.”2




  But there are many people on “the other side.” Many public figures have spoken out against religion, per se. The brilliant inventor Thomas Edison is quoted as saying: “I have never seen the slightest scientific proof of the religious ideas of heaven and hell, of future life for individuals, or of a personal God … I do not believe that any type of religion should ever be introduced into the public schools of the United States.”3




  Two lionized figures central to the founding of the American nation show a radical disdain for organized religion. James Madison, among whose chief contributions was the development of the First Amendment to the Constitution (concerning freedom of religion, speech, and the press), said, “During almost fifteen centuries has the legal establishment of Christianity been on trial. What has been its fruits? More or less, in all places, pride and indolence in the clergy, ignorance and servility in the laity; in both, superstition, bigotry, and persecution.”4 Thomas Jefferson, who along with John Adams was key to the actual development and writing of the Constitution, thought that “religions are all alike—founded upon fables and mythologies.”5




  So, major fault lines have existed in American society from its beginning. The same is true of most societies. But the fault lines are now very serious, and social discontent is harming our sense of unity. Remember that we were founded as the United States of America. My real concern is that the forces of divisiveness and polarization are winning out and that moderate voices with the best chance to reunite us are often not even being presented in the public forum. Just look at your television and editorial pages for evidence of the domination of the news by dissension, dispute, and hostility. Of course, this dissension does not exist solely in American society. Historically, we have seen many bloody examples of “versus”: Irish Catholics versus Irish Protestants; Palestinians versus Israelis; the English versus the French versus the Russians; Liberals versus Conservatives; Greenpeace versus Whalers, Labor versus Big Business—the list could go on and on, which may lead one to think that perhaps a major force in human history is “versus.” It is a natural feature of the way we live our lives in social groupings.




  But there is a way out. In this book, I will take a close look at the dynamic forces underlying this discontent. Perhaps surprisingly, these forces are well-understood: we know why people have such a difficult time in getting along with each other. From social-science research—particularly from social psychology research—we will find answers that might make you uncomfortable because they strike very close to home. The problem lies in our own mental processes: yours and mine. The danger to our society lies in our beliefs and attitudes and how they come into play when we deal with the beliefs and attitudes of other people. Research has repeatedly shown how concerned, rational, and intelligent people lose their ability to truly understand and appreciate each other when their attitudes and emotions become involved. The central problems, therefore, lie in the very bedrock of the way the human mind functions. It is in our emotions and their poisonous effects on our thinking and judgment processes that we find the seeds of narrow-mindedness, prejudice (prejudgment), and the consequent polarization of our society.




  Throughout this book, I will present research evidence on various facets of how our divisive relationships arise and function. In these discussions, when appropriate, I will offer some everyday phrases and thoughts that characterize the principles I am discussing. Here are some examples: The classic American mottoes “Don’t Tread on Me” and “Live Free or Die” are key components of our history, but they are tinged with a streak of aggressiveness and suggest a rejection of others. Other sayings, less lofty and more universal, carry a similar connotation: “My way or the highway,” “If you’re not with me, then you are against me,” and, perhaps worse: “Don’t bother me with facts, my mind is made up.” The common theme expressed in these sayings is found in other, classic phrases cast at a different level: “My Country, Right or Wrong” expresses a sentiment deeply believed by many Americans. Compare this with the Nazi mantra “Gott mit uns” (God with us), which demonstrates the Nazi belief that God was on the side of Germany’s drive to conquer the world.




  In the big picture, our problem is not that people believe in their own personal or national superiority. (Later in the book, I call this “radical-supporting speech”—when people fervently believe in the truth and justice of their side.) We expect people to invest their own personal beliefs with emotional commitment, even to the point that they believe that God has chosen them for greatness. We may not agree with that person, but there is a general recognition in a democratic society that people can speak freely about their beliefs, and so we expect proud mothers to brag about their children, businesses to extol the virtues of their products, and patriots to praise their countries. No one likes a braggart, but bragging is not a social problem. The real problem arises when that kind of extreme speech belief goes beyond supporting the self and starts attacking someone else’s child, some other business’s product, or someone else’s country. I call this “radical-attacking speech,” and it is the core of our social division and polarization. When such speech gets spread around, that is when our unity is threatened and when our unity gets dissolved, often with disastrous results.




  There is another way in which these two types of speech are particularly revealing. When we either broadcast our pride in our own point of view or attack that of our opponents, it is one’s self-concept that is being reflected. We are motivated by our concept of who we are, and it is the “me” and the “we” that give us a core set of meanings that define our world. And it is the sense of “me” that demands support and defends against rejection. That is where the emotions reside, a broader sense of our self-concept that we all carry around with us. As you will see in chapter 8, William James, the great American philosopher, says that we have as many selves as we do social groups with which we identify. When someone says, “I am a mother” or “I am an American” or “I am a Methodist,” there is a strong melding of beliefs about the “I,” the true “me” beneath it all, but there is also the sense of being part of a larger social entity, and that group identification is often as important as the individual “I.” So we all identify ourselves both as an individual and as a group member, and this doubles the areas in which we invest our pride and emotional commitment. We become defensive and/or aggressive when we feel our worth is threatened by “the enemy.” These distinctions between “radical supportive” and “radical attacking” neatly capture the dynamics of the complex and subtle ways in which we infuse emotions with our judgment processes. While the distinction between the individual self and the group self is an important one to keep in mind, we will also look at the principles of the dynamic ways in which various types of sayings and mottoes are in fact just surface manifestations of deeper-lying principles of the ways we perceive our world. In that sense, such phrases are not all that different from each other. They are just reflecting how our self-concepts become infused with bias, which can slant our judgments about the beliefs and behaviors of other people.




  Social divisiveness has its destructive companions: prejudice, discrimination, aggression, and hate, all of which are part of human history. But at the opposite pole of the emotional continuum is excessive pride, blind devotion to a cause, in-group favoritism, and all-consuming partisanship. Both forms share a common psychological dynamic: narrow-mindedness and a failure to give all points of view fair consideration. Both forms of such emotional extremism are harmful to a unified society, and they have virtually eliminated the middle ground in our social discourse.




  This is a book about the social psychology of radicalism. It is a review of research on fundamental psychological principles of the way the human mind obtains and processes information it receives from its environment, and the particular social environment in which it functions. The mind/emotion connection lies at the heart of radical hearing, and this will be given extensive coverage. There is hard scientific evidence on what causes us to treat each other so badly, yet that evidence is unknown both to our citizenry and to our social, political, and cultural leaders. The purpose of this book is to bring to public awareness the evidence that social researchers have discovered about the mental forces that are driving us apart




  Wouldn’t life be fine if we could all just get along with each other? If we all had the same tastes, the same beliefs, the same attitudes and opinions, the same goals—then we would have universal peace and could better focus our efforts on solving our earthly problems. At least, that is the dream of many. But it is most likely a pipe dream. Human history is one of interpersonal differences, of hard-core, nonnegotiable, intractable differences, which become so divisive that destruction of “the enemy” seems to be the only way to deal with our issues.




  Unfortunately, there are so many ways to think of someone as your enemy: in terms of religion, politics, social class, language … the list of possible dividers is nearly endless. While this is unfortunate, it is important to understand that these feelings are entirely natural outcomes of the way our minds work. There is nothing abnormal about our social divisiveness, and that makes it imperative that we do something about it. The final chapter of this book discusses just how hard it will be to even begin to get started on restoring our unity.




  A personal story will give you the essence of what this book is about. When I was an undergraduate and then a graduate student at the University of Oklahoma, my teacher and mentor was Dr. Muzafer Sherif, a truly brilliant social psychologist who made numerous foundational contributions in the social sciences. Under his guidance, I studied the effect of hot-emotions judgment processes, an area of research he pioneered.




  At the time, the state of Oklahoma was under federal court order to realign its voting districts to eliminate gross underrepresentation of the state’s rapidly growing urban districts and domination by thinly populated rural areas. You just cannot imagine the distress of the rural districts at seeing their power diluted because of “federal interference” (sound familiar?) and the anger among the urbanites at having to fight for their rights.




  With my testing materials, I traveled around the state, into this boiling political cauldron, recruiting people who were either moderates, “strong pros,” or “strong cons” on the issue. The theory and methodological details of my study are discussed in chapter 6, so here I will describe just the key components that taught me a lot about humans and their emotions.




  The task of the participants was to read and make a judgment about the degree of opinion being represented by a set of statements about the issue (the key method in this type of research). I developed a set of sixty one-sentence statements to cover the full range of pro-to-con stances on the issue of the realignment of voting districts. I had no money to pay the participants for their time (each volunteer took about twenty minutes to rate the list of statements), so I had to appeal to their civic sense of responsibility. I got an extremely high rate of acceptance and surprisingly good data.




  But going beyond my data for a moment, there are some aspects of this experience that say a lot about where we are in this country. I can present these aspects in the form of two “lessons.”




  Lesson 1. In retrospect, I am amazed that people were so helpful and willing to take time out of their daily tasks to answer my questions. People were concerned, they were attentive, and they went out of their way to be helpful to me, a stranger. It is an encouraging sign when altruism is so easily elicited. Society needs bonding, and there is a near-universal tendency among most people to be helpful and supportive in their social relationships, even with a stranger. That says a lot about keeping our social unity strong. But unfortunately I also learned a second lesson.




  Lesson 2. Obviously, people had to read the reapportionment statements in order to make a judgment about them. When they got to the statements they hated, here arose the anger, the upset, the red face. Their emotion immediately generalized beyond the judgment task. They got hostile about the entire project and several got so angry at me personally that I felt I had to leave as quickly as I could. So I did. Nice, friendly, helpful people can, in an instant, take on the intolerant, hostile, rejecting mentality we see these days in our divided, polarized society. It is truly bad news to think that we may be stuck with this kind of thinking forever.




  There is one more angle to this problem that complicates things. To skip ahead to some actual results of studies on emotional biases (chapter 6), research has shown that we perceive our opponents to be biased in their thinking and unfair in what they do, and that they have poor arguments and are not telling the truth. When we are emotionally involved, we judge them as not having any credibility because we denigrate the very grounds of their opinions and beliefs. No wonder we need not listen to them! On the other hand, we are quite sure that we ourselves are fair and unbiased in our personal beliefs and attitudes, that we have good arguments and logic on our side, and that, of course, we feel that we always tell the truth. We are always on the side of the angels. So, naturally, we do not think of ourselves as “the problem”; it is those other people who are wrong about things. They deserved to be blamed.




  There is an obvious trap in that logic. Following this way of thinking, those “other people” have the same self-justifying judgments about their perceptions, and they likely feel that they have fully valid reasons for disliking us because what we believe is unfair, biased, not true, and so on. So we end up with a society of people with mutual feelings of dislike, all of whom are equally self-justified and completely convinced that they are the correct ones. Given this standoff, why should you even care about what the other person thinks about you? After all, if they are not telling the truth, and they are biased and unfair in their beliefs, why should you try to get along with them? Or they with you? What kind of civic discourse can we expect when people perceive each other this way? Where can this lead? And is there anything that can be done about this locked-in social disaster? Right now, because of the very nature of the people and processes involved, tragedy is bound to occur. That is one powerful reason why human history is so filled with eliminationist thinking and action.




  We need to find a way to get out of the circle. The scientific findings presented in this book first diagnose the problem and then propose techniques to show us a way out of our current discontent. I will discuss many living examples of how our divisiveness is harming our public discourse. Let me start with one recent example. As of 2012, the United States Congress and the executive branch have concluded, at least temporarily, an extremely intense and divisive debate over the budget of the government. Characterized by rancor, blaming, intransigence, and political “point making,” a budget resolution was finally achieved with little or no satisfaction on either side. The word side is important here: Congress is, as usual, split along the lines of the two dominant political parties, Democrats and Republicans, and, as usual, differences of policies have become entrenched in deep-rooted, unalterable policies to be defended at all costs. As a result of the bickering, credit rating agencies have downgraded the US government’s ratings for the first time in the history of the country. Political rancor was explicitly included as one major factor in the downgrading. Perhaps even worse, a so-called bipartisan supercommittee given total authority to resolve all budget differences eventually failed and went home with no compromises at all.




  Why has this happened? Why has partisan rancor and aggressiveness become raised to such an intense level that the overall welfare of the country has become threatened? Where are we to look to find a reason for this potentially disastrous outcome? Once we understand the causes, then we have a good chance of doing something about it. It is the great challenge of our times: how to pull back from divisiveness and create a stronger sense of our social unity.




  ONE SOURCE OF THE PROBLEM




  Among all the rampant blaming and recriminations flying about, one key component of our discontent has not been publically discussed, at least not as far as I can determine. As I argue in this book, it is in the very way that the human mind works that the damaging polarization and divisiveness in our society have their poisonous origins. Dislike, discrimination, and denigration of others are common tools our minds use to handle “differentness.” The key issue is how our perceptions and interpretations of our world get slanted and biased by our attitudes and emotions when we deal with other people and their beliefs and values.




  Psychological science shows that our thoughts and interactions with others are not always neutral, cool, rational, deliberative, and, unfortunately, cooperative. In fact, our mind’s perceptual and interpretational processes are highly subject to biases, slants, and distortions. These automatically color our relationships with others, who, in turn, experience the same biases, slants, and distortions. But where do these come from? This book proposes that in the public sphere, there are radical or extremist voices pushing for denigration and rejection of others whose beliefs they do not like. They push their own extremist agendas and attack their opponents’ beliefs and values. The problem is, of course, that we are all “opponents” to someone else. Under this condition of hate speech, people sort themselves into opposing camps, with both sides feeling justified in engaging in heated rhetoric, in rejection, and especially, in moving away from the moderate middle out to the extreme ends of the continuum. How does this circular system of destruction operate?




  Fanned by inflammatory extremist speech of leading political, religious, and public media figures—who are often paid huge sums to peddle their wares of extremism—we find ourselves divided along numerous political, religious, and social fault lines. In this swirling vortex of discontent, emotions popularized by dominating media figures have come to dominate our reasoning. Worse, moderate voices that choose the path of accommodation and unity are not being heard. This loss of “the middle way” is why it is so important to understand the book’s subtitle—How Emotions Warp What We Hear. Now the first half of the title of this book can be explained. I use the words “radical distortion” to explain the cognitive dynamics underlying radical speech and radical hearing. On any personal or social issue, there are many ways of thinking about it. The world is filled with alternatives, and we need to be flexible and thoughtfully engaged to meld the best of all of them. But radical speech tends to be unidimensional, to take just one course of thinking and while rejecting all others. The “distortion” comes in when numerous alternatives are not considered or, even worse, when all other alternatives are rejected. It is not so much that radical thinking is “wrong” as it is that it ignores or actively rejects often useful alternatives. Radical speakers and radical hearers have staked out one side of the issue, the good side (which of course is theirs), and they provide only positive information about their side and negative information about any alternative side. But by proclaiming only one side to be the true and correct side, and all other points of view to be wrong or dangerous, they are distorting the issue. With radical distortion, you end up with excessive certitude, rigidity, and closed mindedness.




  This is not to say that our particular society at this particular time is somehow a special case demonstrating these polarizing tendencies. There have always been such divisive people, and they are not going to go away. But their voices will be lost to history, and they will have no effect if people do not listen to them. With no audience, there is no divisive effect. So if we are to create a society in which voices of moderation can be heard, then we must turn our attention to the effects of this “radical speech” that is poisoning our public discourse. We must turn our attention to the audience. When people come to endorse and accept extremist speech as their own, they are engaging in what I call “radical hearing.” By this I refer to the complex psychological process of people who listen to and then accept radical speech, to people who actually endorse it. When they adopt it as their own, a complex process of biasing of their judgment processes becomes engaged. And it happens to all of us. To paraphrase the classic line of the cartoon character Pogo, “The enemy is us.”




  There are reasons why these divisions arise and have their enduring effects. The reasons have been the subject of intense investigation by psychologists for over half a century, and a great deal is now understood about how these processes operate within the human mind. Unfortunately, the general public is almost completely unaware of this body of research. But the divisiveness and polarization are occurring in the public domain, not in the research laboratories, so it is time to bring this research out to the public, where the knowledge can be shared and used to improve the situation.




  THE SCIENCE OF INFORMATION SEARCH AND RETRIEVAL




  The assumption that human beings are rational, clear-thinking, and calculating creatures has dominated philosophy and science for centuries. Indeed, the science of economics early on adopted the “rational man” model of economic behavior. Not everyone was convinced of this view, however. In other areas of thought, it has been posited that we are creatures of our emotions. This clash of paradigms is now coming to be resolved by discoveries that there are major ways in which bias and “illogic” actually dominate our thinking and decision making. This new wave of looking at our thinking had its birth in the pioneering work of Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman in their classic work Judgment under Uncertainty.6 This book had such an immediate and powerful impact that Kahneman was awarded the Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences in 2002. Journalist Malcolm Gladwell brought this research to the public’s attention in his bestselling book Blink: The Power of Thinking without Thinking,7 and Kahneman has brought the field up to date in his recent book Thinking, Fast and Slow.8




  In this now-classic line of research, Tversky and Kahneman presented empirical evidence from studies of reasoning and decision making showing that, among a wide range of conditions, human reasoning was basically flawed. When we need to consider all alternatives and weigh all the information, we very much underuse the available information and fall back on mental shortcuts. These “heuristics” (problem-solving strategies) are mental mechanisms that allow us to make quick decisions and to reduce our information search and cognitive-processing demands to a minimum. For example, we do not calculate statistical probabilities very well, so we tend to misjudge the role of luck in our outcomes. If we have to process information under time pressure, we grab the first thing that comes to mind. We tend to sell a winning stock too quickly and keep holding on to a losing stock. We overrate the degree to which other people agree with us. Overall, it is not that humans are irrational; it is that we employ rational-thinking processes that are inadequately based, that are subject to wrong assumptions about the world, and that are slanted toward efficiency and quickness in reasoning rather than toward adequacy and comprehensiveness. In the neat description by Susan Fiske and Shelley Taylor, “We may be fast, but we aren’t very good.”9




  From the perspective of this book, there is one critical issue that has not been studied very thoroughly in this research tradition. The research has not extended to hot-button, high-emotion issues such as are involved in radical speech and radical hearing. Decision studies tend to be performed experimentally in psychology and economics research laboratories rather than having investigators searching out and studying the reasoning processes and heuristics among angry, attacking radical hearers. It is this realm—the real world of hot-button emotions and intergroup frictions—in which our divisiveness and polarization are based. The cognitive heuristics approach is indeed a valuable one when it comes to studying how our reasoning and decision making are biased by various cognitive heuristic processing, so considering emotion-based biased reasoning, we can get a fuller picture of the difficulties we are going to face if we want to find some way to reunite people and reduce our divisions.




  Psychological science tells us about human perception processes, the thinking and decision-making processes that motivate human social interactions, but it must also account for the mainsprings of our emotions and our struggles to achieve what we want, to achieve our desires and goals. Sometimes this involves attacking our enemy. There are specific, distinctive characteristics of those processes that arise when radical hearing gets engaged, which occurs when a person’s thinking and decision-making processes become biased by hot-button emotions. Research (which I will discuss in later chapters) shows that emotions have the effect of reducing our ability to make careful, logical distinctions about what we are hearing. This results in, literally, simple-minded, two-category, black-and-white thinking. Voices of moderation are simply not heard when such emotion-based biases get activated in radical hearing.




  Much of this pioneering research was begun by careful analysis of how thinking and deciding operates for the individual. That is an individual-based kind of analysis. But that is only one part of the picture. Research has extended beyond the principles of our thinking processes into the social realm. Humans live out their lives in social contexts, and it is there that the effects of radical hearing get magnified by social forces in the person’s environment. This research on the social psychology of intergroup relations shows that discrimination, prejudice, and hostilities are an inherent part of our social relationships. In reviewing this research, I will devote a good deal of discussion to one of the most amazing experiments ever conducted in the social sciences. The Robbers Cave study (discussed in detail in chapter 8) involved two groups of young boys at a summer camp who, through the mere act of engaging in a sports contest for desirable prizes, spiraled downward into near war, a situation similar to that described by William Golding in his book Lord of the Flies.10 Every fiber of these boys was emotionally committed to warring against their “enemies,” boys just like themselves responding to the same situational dynamics.




  ORGANIZATION OF THIS BOOK




  A medical analogy will give you an idea of how this book is structured. First, I provide a description of the problem of radical hearing. Next, I give a detailed diagnosis of what is causing the problem, and I discuss a method of treatment of the problem. Finally, I explore fundamental cognitive and emotional reasons why radical hearing is going to be difficult to eliminate from our civic discourse. Ultimately, it is up to the individual reader, and the citizenry, to decide if they wish to continue on with the divided, polarized society that currently confronts us.




  To provide more detail, chapter 1 begins with numerous examples of what might be called “hate speech,” although that harsh term misses some distinctions that I will show to be important as beginning points. The chapter explains several types of radical speech and why only one type, radical-attacking speech, is the critical factor to creating radical hearing. Chapters 2 and 3 review basic scientific research on human judgment processes, which are then extended to the measurement of attitudes and beliefs. This advancement created a revolution in revealing how hot-button issues elicit biases and distortions in our personal judgment scales. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 discuss numerous studies showing how the same basic principles of judgment occur in many different types of social, political, and religious beliefs. The key finding is that extremists on either side of a hot-button topic behave identically: Biased speakers and hearers are not opposite each other; they are identical in the types of biases and distortions in their judgments compared to moderates who are not ego-involved. Research consistently shows that it is not where one stands on an issue; it is how emotionally biased one is regarding that issue.




  Chapter 7 summarizes the first six chapters of the book and then provides a list of the main principles that characterize radical hearing in our everyday lives. This includes a checklist of these characteristics so that the reader can get the essence of how radical hearing can be identified in anyone, including themselves.




  Chapter 8 moves to the social level of intergroup relations, showing how they contain the seeds of polarization. This polarization begins at the most basic level of social interaction, when people perceive someone else negatively by virtue of their simply being “different.” In-group/out-group discrimination and even hostilities are based on simple distinctions of differentness, but competition for resources engages and then enhances the judgmental biases presented in the previous chapters, and we see formerly happy, cooperative, “normal” American boys engaged in a war against each other when their emotional involvement becomes extreme. This is radical hearing carried out to its logical consequences.




  In chapter 9, I show how the principles of radical hearing revealed by psychological research can be turned on their side and used to reduce or eliminate our radical hearing and its divisiveness. The material here reviews the previous research but inverts it by showing how understanding those principles opens up new pathways for reforming our own personal ways of thinking. Each individual can change their social relationships in ways that can reduce or eliminate the damaging effects of radical hearing. If we apply these principles as I recommend, then maybe voices of moderation can get the fair hearing they deserve. However, it may be that people will not take the suggestions in chapter 9 to heart, and they might not make any attempts to change their radical hearing.




  The final chapter presents logical arguments that explain why people may choose to ignore my suggestions and not change their patterns of radical hearing. I see two sources responsible for a resistance to change: cognitive (people will not change because, cognitively, they cannot change) and emotional (they will not change because they do not want to change). A call for overcoming these two sources is the essence of the final chapter of the book.




  A DISCLAIMER




  There are a lot of emotionally charged topics in this book. There is a good chance that the reader will find some of the statements of beliefs personally touchy, if not upsetting. I have deliberately tried not to choose sides on any hot-button issues. There has been no attempt to make anyone look bad or look good. I do not say that anybody is right or wrong in their beliefs. But I do say, with real data from really emotional people, that highly committed individuals are biased in their judgment processes and are therefore very likely to threaten our social unity. Because of that bias, the voices of moderate, unbiased people are not being heard. There is only one motivating reason behind this book: to show fairly and objectively how radical hearing occurs, what effects it has, and how the principles underlying it give us clear ways to eliminate it from our poisoned public discourse. It is up to all of us.




  Now is a critical time to bring the powerful insights from this psychological research out of the realm of technical, professional social science and into the general public domain. My intent is to raise public consciousness of the dangers of radical hearing. I believe that we now have an excellent opportunity to understand its implications for getting ourselves out of our current loop of divisive public discourse.
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  Under ordinary circumstances, our social relations, our bonds with our family, our friends, our community, even our ties to our nation should be our most precious national resources and should be treated accordingly. Our connectedness with our society should be a wellspring of our resilience as we try to adapt to our fast-changing and challenging future. But these are not ordinary circumstances, and our unity is under attack. There are people in our midst who are intent on destroying it, who deliberately want to divide us from each other. And they are succeeding in significant ways. This is an amazing and depressing phenomenon. It is amazing and depressing because some of those people are being paid millions of dollars to do this. They have been raised to the exalted status of media stars. With their radical and polarizing speech, they are the loudest voices of our times. They are so successful that voices of moderation are being drowned out.




  But this is not “news.” Our national unity perpetually seems to be a fragile thing, threatened when events unleash our emotions and make us question our relationships with each other. A recent tragedy in my sister city of Tucson, Arizona (I live in Tempe), highlights how tenuous our unity truly is. On a beautiful Arizona morning, Saturday, January 8, 2011, our US representative from Arizona’s Eighth District, third-term congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords, was holding an open “Congress on Your Corner” public meeting with her constituents in a Safeway® parking lot when a man, later identified as Jared Loughner, opened fire with a handgun. Representative Giffords was seriously wounded, six people died, and thirteen others were injured. Giffords survived the initial injuries and of this writing is reported to be showing excellent progress in rehabilitation.




  This premeditated attack unleashed a firestorm of controversy over Loughner’s motives, with speculation initially centering on his political leanings. Right after the shooting, people decried the high level of divisiveness and rancor in our public media. Giffords was a Democrat and had just come off a strong, challenging midterm election against a conservative Republican. In fact, Giffords’s own office had been vandalized after she participated in a rancorous debate over healthcare reform. Speculation then turned to the status of Loughner’s mental health. At this time, there have been no official statements on this subject, and no trial has been held to clarify the matter.




  What is interesting from my perspective is how the national debate over the event has evolved. I see post-tragedy developments as falling into two related categories: (1) Many commentators quickly noted the presence of vitriol and divisiveness in our public media that might have stimulated violent thoughts in the gunman, so there was a reaction against media incitement, and (2) People said they would take concrete actions to move toward more accommodation and unity. Let me give some examples of both of these developments since they foreshadow many of the issues I want to discuss further.




  Among the media outlets commenting on event, Tucson’s Arizona Daily Star editorialized on the day after the shooting: “The immediate reaction of some has been to point to the poisonous atmosphere that has engulfed Arizona and the nation. Gun imagery, talking of ‘targeting’ elected officials and taking out political opponents has become pervasive. The bitter 2010 election turned up the volume. Demonizing people who have different opinions makes for easy punditry and cheap entertainment. It has to stop… . It shouldn’t take a massacre for us to talk to each other instead of only about each other.”1




  In addition, Dr. Paul Krugman, Nobel Prize–winning economist and columnist for the New York Times, sought to have the nation stop what he called “eliminationist rhetoric.” In his January 9 article, he said, “The point is that there’s room in a democracy for people who ridicule and denounce those who disagree with them; there isn’t any place for eliminationist rhetoric, for suggestions that those on the other side of a debate must be removed from that debate by whatever means necessary. And it’s the saturation of our political discourse—and especially our airwaves—with eliminationist rhetoric that lies behind the rising tide of violence.”2




  There is good evidence from the science of attitudes and emotions that there are deep-seated mental tendencies for people to reject and eliminate the ideas of people with whom they disagree. And regarding the Arizona Daily Star editorial, I am afraid that when the editor said, “It has to stop,” that clarion call simplified what is a deeply difficult thing to do, as I will show. However, in the next-to-last chapter of this book, after all the evidence is in, I will provide evidence-based suggestions as to how we might go about changing our judgment processes and our ways of approaching intergroup differences. It might not happen as I say in my final chapter, and, if it does not come about, it will be for understandable reasons that are provided in the following chapters.




  Now to my second category of post-tragedy responses. In the public furor over the Tucson incident, a number of prominent people actually started doing something to turn down the heat. Perhaps the most significant action, from a national perspective, was that congressional leaders themselves took action to reduce the inflammatory rhetoric and to increase the civility of our discourse. Interviewed by the media, a number of officials said that they intended to work more closely with the members of the opposition political party in an attempt to be more bipartisan. In fact, two leading senators at the opposite ends of the political spectrum, Charles Schumer of New York and Tom Coburn of Oklahoma, agreed to sit together to hear the upcoming State of the Union address by President Barack Obama. By tradition, members of the two major parties sit separately during the speech—as amazing as that may seem from a psychological perspective. I will present research in chapter 8 that shows how exactly wrong separation like this is if one wants to enhance intergroup cooperation rather than contention.
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