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Television and Uncivil
Political Discourse

Dviana C. Mutz

Words ought to be a little wild, for they are the

assaults of thought on the unthinking.

JouN MayNarRD KeyNes!

Assessments of the tone of contemporary politics often focus on the
words used by politicians, members of the media, and average
citizens. From this vantage, things cannot be worse than in the past.
Goodness, the things that were said about candidates and elected
officials in the nineteenth century! Comparison of this sort can be
tricky, however, because the way messages are transmitted has
changed. Diana Mutz argues that images on television and the Internet
violate face-to-face social norms for disagreement. These acts draw
greater attention, which means that uncivil conflicts are more likely to
be diffused through the population.

Is politics these days really nastier than it used to be? For many casual
observers, the answer to this question is obvious. Just turn on the
television and watch a few political talk shows, and vou have your
answer. The participants in televised political discourse regularly link
one another to the Nazi party and accuse one another of being un-
American, anti-family, and all around evil, demonic beings. But as
Dave Barry posed this question,

Do we truly believe that ALL red-state residents are ignorant rac-
ist fascist knuckle-dragging NASCAR-obsessed cousin-marrying
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road-kill-eating tobacco-juice-dribbling gun-fondling Hmrm_ﬂcm MMHM%
rednecks; or that ALL blue-state residents are godless c:wmq__oﬁmn.wsnwmﬂm
nose Volvo-driving France-loving left-wing nochmm wﬂ m,m
tofu-chomping holistic-wacko neurotic vegan weenie perverts:

I hope not, but one could understandably get this impression from watching
iti levision i i these days.
litical television in the United States . . .
o Hmm political discourse really any meaner and nastier ﬂ_mb it used to GM. Wm
discussed in the introduction to this volume, many certainly sense this to be
true. As Judith Rodin, now president of the Rockefeller Foundation, suggests, |

Across America and increasingly around the world, from omﬁ%_.w.mMM
to the halls of Congress, to talk radio B..R.w .bmgoHW TV, mn.um._m and
political life seem dominated today by mﬁn:&w&s ...an E.:Sm MMMH o
to compromise and an intolerance for opposition. . .. No O:ﬂ. seems 10
question the premise that political debate has become too ex \

. 3
confrontational, too coarse.

But how can we be sure that politicians conversed any &mﬂ.ms%% Woo MMMMM
i i We do, how R
i this is not something we can know. ,
ago? In a direct sense, i e .
d founding fathers called o
know that even the much revere ! e
i i t they sometimes engaged in .
terers, thieves, and liars, and tha metime ence over
ﬁommmm_ Q&mww:nmm of opinien. So mudslinging is E.R:N a Hmﬂn%%W MHm tion.
i litical discourse from ,
There are written records of po o Lob
i ¢ spoken to
i s no record of how they would hav !
sure, but importantly, there i . . Jave spoken &
isi the medium did not yet exist.
one another on television, because : . i
good reason to believe that politicians’ discourse would have been differe

on camera and off, just as people behave differently when they are among a

. i
small number of friends as opposed to in front of an audience.

To summarize, the argument I make in this orﬁuﬁmm. is ﬁ.bmﬁ Wm_mﬁm_ﬂn
has changed the way we experience political discourse ér:M mﬂs: Mbmocw M
’ i i ther the verba
i i se itself. We can’t say with certainty whe
changing the discourse jtse . ther the verba
i itici ir minions is any more coarse
behavior of politicians and their : : ed 1
be. But we can be fairly certain that the way the >Bm§nmm @:E_M mwﬁmﬁmmm e
is di i i en how ous grandparents -
this discourse is far different from ev N > 20¢ .d
i i ter, I first describe
. ienced it. In the remainder of the chapter, .
e that calaine i i f politicians on televi-
i ce the images of poli
research that explains how we experien age son e
i i in the media industry have alte
sion. Second, I discuss how changes : ateered !
demands of political television in ways that encourage still more incivility

EXPERIENCING PEOPLE ON TELEVISION

There are many popular videos on YouTube that show H%mow_ww MMMM .MMMW
i i ision. What's funny about these vide
cats excitedly watching television s
i of other dogs on the televi
the dogs bark and attempt to chase images . .
mnnwmmm and the cats salivate and bat at the birds, squirrels, and other prey
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flitting about the screen. Sometimes they even look behind the television to
try and catch the other animal, or knock the television over altogether.’

Television, as the old (analog) adage goes, is just a bunch of electrons.

As adults, we all know that the people and other animals shown on the
screen are not actually in our living rooms. And so we smugly think we're
a whole lot smarter than dogs and cats. But research tells us we should not
be quite so quick to claim superiority over our furry friends. In fact, in many
ways, the human brain responds to representational images of other people
on the screen just as it would if real people were physically present in our
environment.® Cognitively, we know they aren’t really there, but we cannot
help our own hardwiring, and thus we respond socially to images of other
people, particularly when it looks as if they walk, talk, and move just like
the people we encounter in real life.

S0 what do funny animal videos have to do with the way we experi-
ence political discourse in a video age? As it turns out, a great deal. Imagine
for the moment that we know for certain that politicians and their henchmen
and henchwomen today are no more nasty and uncivil than they ever were.
I suggest this because the way we now experience that same discourse on
television generates the impression of far more incivility. When politicians
in the pre-television era yelled and screamed at one another or called each
other names, there were no television or cell phone video cameras there to
cover it. At best, we might have heard about it on the radio or read about
such an incident in the newspaper. But because neither newspapers nor
radio simulate the impression of real people in our actual environment to
the same extent that television does, these exposures would be unlikely to
produce the same kinds of visceral reactions that are experienced by viewers
of uncivil discourse on television.

At the root of this situation is the fact that most human beings prefer
social harmony to conflict, albeit to varying degrees. So although at one level
we may know that politics is supposed to involve disagreement and compe-
tition among choices, we would prefer that everyone just agreed on things
(particularly if they agree with us!). Conflict can be messy and unpleasant,
and compromises can disappoint many. Thus when we see or hear about
conflict, we are likely to think something is wrong with the system rather
than that things are working as they should.

This issue is particularly problematic when it comes to public impres-
sions of Congress. The role of Congress is, after all, to debate controver-
sial issues of the day. These deliberations are open to the public and often
televised, though few people are likely to see them except when things
get heated and they move from C-SPAN to more widely viewed channels,
As some congressional scholars have noted, “When its members disagree,
they do so as visibly as they can, seeking publicity for themselves and to
discredit their rivals and opponents. As proposals are shaped in Congress,
every disagreement is magnified and broadcast, so that when the bargain- -
ing and amending are done, the finished product appears not as a coherent:
whole but as a patchwork of compromises, each of which was controversial -
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and to some extent alienating.”’ Thus, approval of Congress is a function
of conflict within Congress as well as the media coverage that the conflict
receives. Likewise, when members of the two political parties pull together
into a cohesive unit to do battle with one another in Congress, support for
Congress as an institution declines.® Apparently we do not like to watch
them fight, even though this is their constitutionally charged duty.

Watching quarrelsome members of Congress on television is in many
ways no different from witnessing any other public fight. As anyone who
has ever been at a contentious dinner party knows, conflict can be uncorm-
fortable, even when you are not petsonally involved in the fight. When the
couple across the table starts arguing, it makes most of us tense and uncom-
fortable even though we are mere voyeurs with nothing to lose and no direct
involvement. Research tells us that when conflict is going on around us, our
level of tension and emotional arousal automatically increase, theoretically
preparing us for fight or flight. Physiologically, emotional arousal means that
our hearts pump faster, our level of attentiveness to our environment is en-
hanced, and we are generally “on alert.” What's bizarre is that even though
the need for fight or flight is highly unlikely to come to pass there at the din-
ner table, we prepare for the possibility nonetheless. Evolutionary psycholo-
gists suggest that this arousal reaction is a remnant from times when these
reactions were highly adaptive, we needed them either to get away from a
predator or to be pumped up enough to prepare to duke it out.

This reaction starts to seem even sillier when it comes to televised
politics. Politics is, after all, supposed to involve conflicts of ideas about
the policies that would best serve the country. Our system of gaining office
is purposely set up as a competitive one, so all of the analogies between
politics and sports contests are well deserved. Campaigning for office is a

contest with winners and losers, and pushing legislation through Congress
likewise involves confrontation and conflict. Some extent of conflict is cen-

tral to democracy.

And even though politics is, for most citizens, a spectator sport, we
can nonetheless get revved up, as if ready to do battle, or run for our lives,
when we see politicians arguing with one another on television. In a series
of my own experiments, I have hooked people up to electrodes that tap their
level of emotional arousal while they watch politicians on television, and
what 1 find is that even if they waich the same politicians delivering identical
speeches, arousal levels are much higher when the politicians engage one an-
other in a contentious, uwncivil fashion.” So even though we are just watching
and it is pretty obvious that no one will come to blows, more intense conflict
still causes greater arousal on the part of the passive viewer, just as it does
in the real world. There can be conflict without incivility, but conflict that is
heated and emotional is even more likely to produce high levels of arousal.

When we witness conflicts in the environment around us, our reac-
tion is naturally conditioned by how close to us the threatening object is. it
matters whether the conflict is in the same room, next door, across town, or
in another country. A conflict going down across town doesn’t necessitate
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that same level of immediate attention and arousal as one in the same
room. People on television can elicit strong reactions from viewers, but
some forms of televised faces are particularly likely to do so. In the experi-
msmbamu not onty did the televised uncivil version of the conflict significantly
increase viewers’ levels of arousal over the televised civil one but also the
camera perspective from which viewers witnessed the conflict mattered.1?
Likewise, distance matters on television, even if it is only the perception of
distance that we have as viewers. Interestingly, when a human being on
the TV screen appears to move toward the viewer, the viewer’s brain reacts
the same way it does when a real human comes closer—arousal goes up
and we pay atiention to what appears to be “in our face.” But if the Humamom
walking (or appearing to walk) toward us is acting in an uncivil or hostile
manner, we are particularly likely to react! The impression of close physical
wwox_.bm&\ logically intensifies our reactions to incivility. Qur brains consider
incivility to be at its most threatening when it is coming at us, so this kind
of television perspective tends to send our arousal levels through the roof.
As shown in Figure 6.1, incivility is more arousing than civility, but camera
perspective also has an obvious effect. Close-ups elicit systematically more
arousal than the identical event shot from a medium camera perspective.
More importantly for purposes of my argument about television, the
appearance of close physical proximity—which is simulated in our mm_,a of
vision by larger TV screens or by the close-up camera perspective—intensifies
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FIGURE 6.1 Emotional Arousal by Civility and Camera Perspective

Reprinted from D.C. Mutz, "Effects of 'In-Your-Face* Television Discourse

on wmqnmuﬁ_.osm of a Legitimate Opposition,” American Political Science
Review 1071{(4): 621-635, 2007.
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viewers’ reactions to incivility. In the experiment described mwowm_ even
though people were viewing the same event, those who ﬂ&wﬁornm it QMHOE a
close-up camera perspective experienced far more of the tension and scom-
fort than those who witnessed it through a more distant camera ﬁm_.&umnﬁ:wm.
This fact is important because not only has the use of ﬂomm-cmum in-
creased over the years but also our televisions have Umnm:.:m gmmﬁ.. Hwnmmw
screens have the same kind of effect as close-ups, creating the Bﬂwﬂmmm_om
that people on the screen are physically closer to us. In H.,rm early days o
television, cameras were large and heavy and had to mﬁﬁw in one U_mm,mm as a
result. The perspective on the politician was highly static to the audience,
screens were smaller on average, and the politician took up a much smaller
portion of the TV screen than is common today. Because ﬁ.onmv_ﬁ rﬁw&.ﬁ_m
video cameras did not yet exist, camera footage from oEm_.a_m m.ﬁ studio was
also much less common, and the evening news relied primarily on W.E@J.
ics or still photos. When living, breathing humans were m?.uﬁS speaking, it
tended to be from a more distant camera perspective Emﬁ. incorporated the
whole body of the speaker. Today the norm is a B:nr. tighter wr.oﬁ. often
close up in the face of the person who is speaking, as illustrated in Hﬂmmn
6.1. On some political talk shows, insistence on the use o.m n_omm..c@m is 50
persistent that one never even sees where the speakers are in relation to one
another. So the same politicians who may have been uncivil ,,.ummoﬂm now ap-
pear to be “in our faces” with their incivility on a regular vwm_m. In-your-face
incivility is especially tension producing, so it is not surprising that so many
i ay they do not like it. .
Smﬁmm MN@ Huoqm\:ﬁ I took my television-viewing cat on a visit to a mn_o.:avm
home after they had just purchased a huge big-screen TV. I rw& the idea
that it would be very interesting to see how the cat reacted to a five-foot tall

KmLaarqe euters/Landov

IMAGE 6.1 George Bush from an Extreme Close-up Camera

Angle.
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big-screen version of the squitrel from its favorite video. Needless to say,
the mega-squirrel was this feline’s worst nightmare; rather than chase the
squirrel across the screen as usual, he immediately tore out of the room.
Large size and close physical proximity are threatening when one’s oppo-
nent is directly in one’s face. Likewise, when people encounter a politician
whom they dislike arguing from this kind of close-up camera perspective,
arousal levels go up, and they tend to dislike him or her even more than
they initially did.

Fortunately, it is highly unusual for humans in everyday life to expe-
rience as much incivility “in our faces” as we do when we watch political
television. In everyday life, most people are polite to one another most of
the time. If they disagree about politics, they do so politely, or they say
nothing at all in order to preserve social harmony. But it is also culturally
ingrained in us to put greater physical distance between ourselves and those
with whom we disagree. “Backing off” is more than just a metaphorical ex-
pression. When conflict arises in most settings, without even thinking about
it, we put more distance between ourselves and the person with whom we
disagree. To move closer to someone with whom we are disagreeing woulid
come across as very threatening. But television routinely violates the social
norms that we are accustomed to from face-to-face discourse.

Imagine, for example, a left-wing Democrat experiencing George Bush
from the now common close-up perspective shown in Image 6.1. To get this
same visual perspective on George Bush in day-to-day life, one in which his
visage fills your entire visual frame, you would practically need to be inti-
mate with him. For a left-wing Democrat, this is not likely. And vet via televi-
sion, that Democrat gets simulated intimacy with someone he undoubtedly
hates. This is not “natural,” in the sense that it would be unlikely to happen
outside of a situation involving representational media. In the real world,
people do not generally cuddle up with those with whom they have strong
disagreements.

It is for this same reason that it was notable during the 2011 State of
the Union speech that Republicans and Democrats were seated next to each
other rather than on opposite sides of the aisle. Space conveys meaning, and
by sitting next to one another, members of Congress were trying to signal
to the American public a lack of animosity and a desire to set aside partisan
bickering—at least for the moment.

In short, viewers react to television as.an inherently social medium: It
puts “people” in our social environments whom we react to in social ways,
even though they are not really physically present, and it makes no real
sense for us to do this. In many respects, this should not surprise us; we've
all seen people in movie theatres pull back in their seats when watching a
car appear {o come at them, or a fist swing. These reactions make no sense
because they are remnants of old brains in the context of high-fidelity rep-
resentational media. Likewise, when politicians are shown in a manner that .
makes it seem as if they are up close and in our faces, we respond especially .
negatively if we do not like them. o
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. Thus far, I have suggested that television brings politicians to our atten-
tion in a manner that violates two key social norms that are widely adhered
to in face-to-face social contexts: civility and social distance. First, we see
more violations of the norms of civility on political television than in real life.
Speakers regularly interrupt and talk over one another, raise their voices, and
fail to listen respectfully to each other. Second, when conflict and arguments
heat up, rather than provide the appearance that the combatants are “back-
ing off,” today’s TV cameras will tend to dolly in for a close-up of flaring
nostrils, sweaty brows, and so forth. Rather than allow us to back away, the
camera gives us the impression of being brought still closer to the combat-
ants. Political television provides a very odd and unusual perspective indeed.

Does any of this matter to how we feel about politics and politicians?
Some research suggests that it does. In experimental settings, people who
view uncivil political programming come away with less trusting attitudes to-
ward politics and politicians in general than they would have if they viewed
nothing at all.l! And in contrast, those who watch civil exchanges among
politicians develop more trusting attitudes toward politicians. Apparently,
when politicians on television do not violate social norms and act more like
the rest of us, people find them more trustworthy. They also come away
with generally more positive attitudes toward our system of government.

Television is 2 highly visual medium, which makes it unique among
the various means we have of communicating political information. Print
and radio have been around much longer, and they have also been accused
of sensationalism in what they choose to emphasize, but T suspect that
the effects described above are uniquely powerful in an era of audiovisual
media. The effects that I have described do not occur as noticeably through
other, non-audiovisual media that less closely approximate “being there.” In
the experiment described above, 1 had two actors film a talk show posing

as congressional candidates, and they were each restricted so that they had

to espouse exactly the same issue positions, make exactly the same political
arguments against their opponent and so forth in two different versions of
the program. In one version of the program, they stated their positions in a
civil and polite manner, without interrupting or raising their voices. In the
other, they rolled their eyes as they listened to their opponent, raised their
voices while disagreeing, and interrupted one another in ways that violate
face-to-face conversational norms in American culture.

Interestingly, when I took the audio portion of this broadcast and had
people listen to it in the form of a radio broadcast, they demonstrated only
very minor increases in arousal in the uncivil condition relative to the civil
one. Those who read a verbatim account of the exchange in the newspaper
found it downright soporific and demonstrated no differences in arousal
whatsoever, The take-home lesson of these experiments is that regardless
of whether politicians are any worse now than they ever were with respect
to the civility of their discourse, it matters how the public experiences that
discourse. By approximating the physical presence of others in conflict, the
audiovisual nature of television makes us respond as if we were actually
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ﬁromm.. One bundred years ago, a similarly rude and uncivil exchange would
be witnessed by very few people, and those reading about it in a newspaper
or hearing it on the radio would not have the same reaction. e

These readers and listeners rated the civil and uncivil versions as
wocmw@. the same in terms of civility because without the nuanced facial
expressions, raised voices, and other audiovisual cues, they could not distin-
.mc_mr one version as more or less civil than the other. Unlike print, television
is extremely good at conveying the emotional intensity of a novumwnﬂ and
faces—a staple of political programs that involve talking heads—are Hunuaoca
larly good at conveying emotion on television. This is not to say that print
cannot .vm emotionally charged—anyone who has read a good book w%oém
on._._@gmm. But all else being equal, a written account of the same conflict
will generally not elicit the same degree of arousal as a televised one.

If everyone hates incivility and it promotes more negative mnmﬂ:n._mm to-
ward 9@. political system, one has to wonder why political television looks
”nrm way _.H does. I turn next to explaining why television norms have evolved
in this direction. If television’s perspective on politicians routinely violates
what our unenlightened brains are accustomed to and makes us react in

Eomhﬁmﬂ ﬂfm.wm to —m—:mmmﬂ-ﬁmﬁ“—o:m—— HHHHN.mqu ﬂewuw“ ﬁ—o H@ €VIS1IO1N —UHOQ.—HOOHW :th.m_“
H - .

THE DEMANDS OF POLITICAL TELEVISION

As many of you have undoubtedly noticed, political television programs
do :O.H attract Super Bowl-sized audiences, nor do they even approximate
American Idol. A small subset of Americans enjoys political television a great
Q,.mmr but this is a distinct minority. Political programming is generally MO\H a
gm money maker in the television business. Moreover, competition for tele-
vision audiences has intensified in recent years as a result of the prolifera-
tion .Om program options on cable as well as pay-per-view services. In today’s
media environment, those who are not interested in politics always rmw.w
somewhere else to go to be entertained. There are exciting dramas, feature-
MMWHW Mnoimw_ and sports on TV 24 hours a day. With more omuﬂuoa than
r befor iti
it 4 %m:m MMM.umHm political programs to compete for the already sparse
. For producers of political television, one obvious way to compete is
to liven things up a bit. There is, after all, a reason that sex and violence
mwm.OS television. Even if one is uncomfortable viewing such content, it is
difficult to look away. High-arousal content draws viewers. In the oum eri-
ments &mnc.mmma m,vo<ﬁ both incivility and close-up camera Humamwmom<mm
MMMHMWMQA“ MMMMMM.E fevels of arousal in response to what was otherwise
. For many readers, increased competition may seem like a poor expla-
nation for the existence of so much uncivil discourse on television. bmmnﬂﬂ
people routinely say that they hate this senseless bickering, that it is Humm.:w
ful to watch and, in the words of Jon Stewart, that it is :ULEEW America:?
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1 believe that most of these statements are accurate reflections of how people
actually feel. Nonetheless, people watch. The best analogy to this phenom-
enon is the “rubbernecking” that takes place in highway traffic after automo-
bile accidents. It isn’t that humans are inherently sick creatures, enjoying the
sight of dead bodies by the side of the road; they know that accidents are
unfortunate and sometimes tragic events. But they still loock. Evolutionary
psychology tells us that we look because it is important information for pur-
poses of our own survival. So fo look does not necessarily mean the same
thing as fo like or approve of what you see.

Incivility is to political television as violence is to television drama. Many
complain about violence on television, but ratings tell us that they waich it
a great deal. And just as we are hardwired to pay attention to violence as a
means of protecting ourselves, we are also more likely to pay attention to un-
civil, rather than civil, discourse as well. Evolutionary psychologists suggest
that in the long run, it has simply been more important for human survival
to pay attention to negative threats in our environments (the lion might eat
us!) than to positive attractions (the berries on that tree look mighty tasty!).
So negative events are appropriately more attention grabbing than positive
ones. After all, if we miss the chance to eat those berries, it would be too bad,
but not fatal. If we overlook the lion, on the other hand, the consequences
are more dire. This means that even if most political discourse were civil, we
would still pay more attention to the uncivil discourse.

As illustrated in the cartoon in Image 6.2, if people really hated incivil-
ity in political media, we could have a political equivalent of the “V-chip”
(the technology used in television sets to automatically block children
from viewing violent programs). But if the experience of the V-chip is any

www.CartoonStock.com

IMAGE 6.2 Incivility Is to Politics as Violence Is to Television Drama
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indication, few people would use it. We may say that violence and incivility
are bad things and that we generally disapprove, but that doesn’t mean we
won't watch them on television.

Likewise, in the research described above, after people were exposed
to either the civil or uncivil version of the talk show in my experiments, they
were asked at the end of the study how likely they would be to watch this
program again at home on their own. Interestingly, although people in the
uncivil condition clearly noticed that the candidates were more rude, nasty,
and impolite, they were also far more likely to say they would watch the
program again than were people in the civil condition. So even though un-
civil behavior may seem distasteful, we are drawn to it nonetheless.

Incivility is also entertaining to watch. Some might say that it is inap-
propriate from the start to expect to be “entertained” by political media,
but such is the reality of media consumption. Trying to guilt people into
watching boring and polite exchanges of political viewpoints is not likely to
be successful. In an age of media plenty, if it isn’t entertaining, people will
find something better to do with their time. As Bill O’Reilly responded when
criticized about the lack of civil political dialogue on his show, “If you want
civility, watch PBS .. . "% |

Of course, even if we didn’t have programs like Hardball, a small sub-
set of the public would watch political TV regardless of what it is like. They
genuinely enjoy politics and will become well informed about candidates
and the issues of the day in any format. But for the much larger majority
of Americans, politics grabs their attention only occasionally and intermit-
tently. In the old days, when news was limited largely to three simultane-
ous network news broadcasts (ABC, CBS, and NBC), more people watched
the news even though there was much less of it available on the air. If one
watched at a certain time of day, news was all that was on. Similarly, when
a presidential debate aired, it was on every channel, not just one. Today’s
media environment, with its huge range of choices, makes it much easier for
the casually interested to “opt out” of political television altogether. Thus it
is increasingly difficult for political programming to compete for our atten-
tion without reinventing itself as something more dramatic and exciting.

Unfortunately, incivility is not without its side effects. In everyday life,
most people are civil most of the time, and thus polite behavior tends to be
the baseline expectation when we interact with others and when we watch
others interact. On television, however, the norm for political discourse is
obviously different. The jarring interruptions, raised voices, and barbed sar-
casm make it attention grabbing, but viewers get the impression that these
people (the political elites) are not like vou and me. They don’t abide by the
same social norms and don’t act like decent people should act in social con-
texts, As a result, viewers often come away with the impression that politi-
cians are real jerks. For the candidates we agree with, we may write off their
behavior as righteous indignation, but for the ones with whom we disagree,
there is simply no excuse, We come to dislike those politicians we disagree
with even more intensely. And rather than come closer together and :thus
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be more likely to compromise, partisans come away with the sense that the
“other side” (regardless of which side that is) is downright unreasonable and
has no legitimate basis for its views. 1

In the face-to-face world of interpersonal relations, politeness and eti-
quette are a means of demonstrating mutual respect. Every culture abides by
a certain set of norms for interaction, and by following these rules, we convey
a degree of respect toward even those we may dislike. On television, how-
ever, the “norm” is precisely the opposite; television uses norm violations as
a means of getting viewer attention, and it appears to work well toward that
end. The problem is that incivility also decreases respect for the opposition
and makes political compromises more difficult for the public to accept.

In addition to drawing the attention of viewers, getting people hot
and bothered and perhaps even outright angry when they watch political
television may serve a secondary purpose as well. As it turns out, people
are particularly likely to tell others about things they experience while in a
state of heightened arousal.}® The social transmission of information from
person to person extends the impact of whatever content people view on
television, and it also encourages others to watch. Experiments have shown
that people are more likely to share stories, news, and information if physi-
ological arousal levels are high when they watch. So, for example, if what a
politician says on TV leaves you extremely angry, anxious, or excited, then
you are more likely to tell your friends about it. Interestingly, this remains
true even when the information itself is not what caused the high level of
arousal. S0, for example, jogging while you're watching TV would also make
you more likely to pass the information on to friends! This social transmis-
sion of information—through people’s personal and online networks, for
example—is extremely important in an era when so much of what we read,
view, and pay attention to is determined by what people in our social net-
work recommend to us.

Now that television is online along with printed news stories, research-
ers have been studying what it is that makes some content go “viral” while
other content does not. An analysis of which NVew York Times stories were
most likely to be shared showed that as with television, strong arousal and in-
tense emotional responses to stories predict the extent to which they will be
re-transmitted to others. Stories likely to evoke strong feelings, whether posi-
tive or negative, compelled people to share articles with others. This finding
persists even after taking into account factors such as how practical an article
is, how prominently it is placed on the Web page, and for how long it is fea-
tured. All of this suggests that understanding emotional reactions is central to
explaining why people react the way they do to mass media.

IF WE BUILD IT, WILL THEY COME?

It is easy for us as observers of the political process to sit back and decry
both the extent of incivility in political discourse and the overall quality
of political television today. But it is worth pondering whether, given the
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constraints of the contemporary media environment, we would really want
political television to consist of excruciatingly polite, civil discourse—assum-
ing we had the power to make it so. What would be the consequences?
Personally, 1 doubt many of us would watch it. Bill O'Reilly was correct: The
ratings received by very civil, high-quality news shows on public broadcast-
ing do not suggest there is a huge unmet demand for this kind of content.

But some obviously argue otherwise. In a now infamous exchange be-
tween The Daily Show host Jon Stewart and Tucker Carlson, then-host of the
political talk show Crossfire, Stewart lambasted the Crossfire hosts for their
“knee-jerk, reactionary talk.” As he admonished, “You have a responsibility
to the public discourse, and you fail miserably.” Stewart was widely cheered
for his attack on Crossfire, and the heated exchange was itself intense and
uncomfortable to watch.

But just how fair is this criticism? Stewart differentiates his own show
from real news, and thus denies that he has any similar responsibility to
public discourse. As the main commentator for a “comedy news” program,
he does not need to worry about serious public discourse. Moreover, Stewart
has his own gimmick—comedy—to bring viewers to his program. And thus,
as he readily acknowledges, he can make fun of politicians with impu-
nity, and is not expected to present a full or accurate account of the day’s
events. So-called “serious” journalists are unlikely to get away with the same
approach.

But if these programs became calmer, more civil, and less emotional,
would their audiences dwindle further? Based on what Americans say in
response to how they feel about incivility, audience size should increase be-
cause, “Americans clearly don’t want a reality show food fight when it comes
to politics. They want civil discourse of the issues.”*” But is their viewing
behavior really consistent with this idea? And what might serious journalists
do to draw in viewers?

These are important questions to consider that have not been satis-
factorily answered. Some have argued that the current state of affairs will
be self-correcting because “we’ll reach a tipping point when people will
demand more civil discourse.”® 'm not so sure. If uncivil political programs
were punished with lower viewership, this argument would make perfect
sense and the market would drive political television toward more civil pro-
grams. But instead, it may be precisely the reverse; that is, uncivil discourse
gets a much larger audience than civil discourse. This is what is widely
believed by talk show hosts and their producers, Incivility can be entertain-
ing and lively to watch, just like extreme sports. So even though Americans
claim to hate it, their level of attentiveness to uncivil conflict suggests that
they can’t look away.

Ultimately, this chain of events gives politicians an even greater strate-
gic incentive to act uncivilly. If they want to get their message out, they are
more likely to do so if they scream at another politician than if they calmly -
explain their viewpoint. Perhaps I'm naive, but I think that most politicians
in face-to-face situations are no more uncivil and impolite than the average;
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person discussing politics. They only act like jerks on television because
they know it will reap benefits such as more media coverage, more public
memory, and more people who talk about their message with others.

In an era of many choices on television, the Internet, and elsewhere,
traditional news audiences are already shrinking. For people who are not
political junkies, there are many more entertaining options than simply talk-
ing heads blathering on about politics. So if the norm on television were civil
public discourse, it’s not clear how many people would actually be watching.
The highly politically involved would probably still tune in, but those look-
ing for entertainment value would change the channel and go elsewhere.

To summarize, conflict is an integral part of the political process. Our
political system is supposed to be competitive, but conflict is not something
we're all necessarily comfortable with as human beings in social situations.
Conflict produces physiological arousal when we observe it, just as it would
in a real-world social situation, even though we are not actual participants
in the conflict. Much of the conflict on television violates our face-to-face
social norms for disagreement by failing to maintain polite discourse and
by appearing to come too close to us in the context of these disagreements.
These norm violations produce strong emotional reactions, and they are par-
ticularly likely to get covered by the media. In addition, once such a conflict
is covered by the media, it is highly likely to grab our attention. When we
watch it, it is likely to boost levels of physiological arousal that in turn make
us more likely to tell others about it, to e-mail the link to our friends, and
so forth. The sum total effect of this process means that uncivil conflicts are
much more likely to be diffused through the population to still larger num-
bers of people, creating the impression of still more political incivility.
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