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Political tolerance is a core democratic value, yet a long-standing research agenda
suggests that citizens are unwilling to put this value into practice when confronted by
groups that they dislike. One of the most disliked groups, especially in recent times, are
those promoting racist ideologies. Racist speech poses a challenge to the ideal of political
tolerance because it challenges another core tenet of democratic politics – the value of
equality. How do citizens deal with threats to equality when making decisions about what
speech they believe should be allowed in their communities? In this article, we contribute to
the rich literature on political tolerance, but focus on empathy as a key, and understudied,
personality trait that should be central to how – and when – citizens reject certain types of
speech. Empathy as a cognitive trait relates to one’s capacity to accurately perceive the
feeling state of another person. Some people are more prone to worry and care about the
feelings of other people, and such empathetic people should be most likely to reject
speech that causes harm. Using a comparative online survey in Canada (n � 1,555) and the
United States (n � 1627) conducted in 2017, we examinewhether empathetic personalities
- as measured by a modified version of the Toronto Empathy Scale - predict the tolerance
of political activities by “least-liked” as well as prejudicially motivated groups. Using both a
standard least-liked political tolerance battery, as well as a vignette experiment that
manipulates group type, we test whether higher levels of trait empathy negatively
correlate with tolerance of racist speech. Our findings show that empathy powerfully
moderates the ways in which citizens react to different forms of objectionable speech.

Keywords: political tolerance, empathy, hate speech, racist speech, public opinion, Canada, United States, political
intolerance

INTRODUCTION

Rights of free speech and assembly are central tenets of democratic politics, intended to ensure that a
diversity of opinions is possible within democratic debate. Public opinion researchers starting with
Stouffer (1955) foundational work have focused on the willingness of citizens to uphold these
principles. While citizens within democracies tend to largely support such democratic ideals, a half a
century of empirical work suggests that when confronted with a specific group with whom they
disagree, support for the value of free speech plummets.

One of the reasons that citizens have a hard time with political tolerance, or “putting up with”
speech they disagree with, is because a myriad of other considerations emerge when faced with a
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particularly objectionable group promoting obnoxious ideas. Will
the speech promote actual violence? Does it erode other core
democratic values like social tolerance and equality? Does it do
real harm to other citizens? These considerations are at the core of
two related literatures. Among political tolerance researchers,
assessments of threat are central to understanding when citizens
oppose speech. Relatedly, there is also a rich literature on the
consequences of hate speech from both critical race scholars and
legal scholars studying hate speech laws and court cases. Both
these literatures suggest that some forms of speech do real and
lasting harm, either because they directly promote violence or
because they make it difficult for marginalized communities to
live free of discrimination and on equal footing with their
compatriots.

While we know a lot about the individual predictors of
political (in)tolerance, much less work focuses on how
individual dispositions may affect what types of speech are
found objectionable. In this article, we focus specifically on
explicitly racist groups and how they activate considerations of
harm toward ethnic and racial minorities. We argue that those
who have more empathetic personalities will be particularly
sensitive to this type of harm and, in turn, be more likely to
restrict speech by groups that promote social intolerance. To
explore this question, we draw on a custom-designed online
survey that was conducted in Canada (n � 1,555) and the
United States (n � 1,627) in 2017. Using both a standard
least-liked political tolerance battery, as well as a vignette
experiment that manipulates group type, we test whether
higher levels of trait empathy negatively correlate with the
tolerance for racist speech. Our findings show that empathy
powerfully moderates the ways in which citizens react to
different forms of objectionable speech.

EMPATHETIC PERSONALITY AND
TOLERANCE

There is, of course, a rich literature on political tolerance attitudes
dating back to the mid-twentieth century, including Stouffer’s
(1955) classic studies on political tolerance [See Sullivan and
Transue (1999) for review]. We know from past research that
political elites, the more politically engaged (e.g., Stouffer 1955;
Sullivan et al., 1982; Hinckley 2010) and the more educated (Bobo
and Licari, 1989) consistently show higher levels of political
tolerance. Other important predictors of intolerance include
living in more rural or more Southern location in the
United States., religious affiliation and religiosity, and being a
woman (Stouffer 1955; Sullivan et al., 1982;Wilson, 1991; Marcus
et al., 1995; Golebiowska, 1996; Cowan and Mettrick, 2002;
Cowan and Khatchadourian, 2003)1. Yet, we know relatively
little about the sources of support for hate speech restrictions,
and whether support is 1) simply an expression of political
intolerance (and thus explained by the traditional correlates of

intolerance) or 2) has unique predictors that can distinguish
between those who favor hate speech restrictions because they are
willing to restrict all speech they do not like, vs. those who see a
specific, democratic rationale for restricting speech such as hate
speech.

Social tolerance, or openness to diversity, has been argued to
be directly related to political tolerance. Stenner (2005) provides a
compelling account that those prone to social tolerance also tend
to be more politically tolerant. Yet at the same time, we know that
appeals to social equality can make politically tolerant responses
more difficult (Sniderman et al., 1996; Gibson, 1998; Gross and
Kinder, 1998; Druckman, 2001; Cowan et al., 2002; Dow and
Lendler, 2002). Experimental survey research in the United States
tends to support the view that social tolerance concerns make
political tolerance judgments more difficult. For example, several
studies have shown that when people are primed about equality
issues before being asked to make a tolerance judgment for racist
groups, they are more likely to deny such groups civil liberties
(Druckman, 2001; Cowan et al., 2002). Similarly, Harell (2010a)
argues that legal norms restricting hate speech mean that citizens
can – and do – distinguish between speech that is within the
boundaries of democratic debate and that which is not. This
suggests that when issues of racial equality are raised, people are
more willing to curb the civil liberties of socially intolerant
groups.

There are a small number of research articles that specifically
consider the correlates of attitudes toward hate speech (Cowan
and Mettrick, 2002; Cowan and Khatchadourian, 2003; Lambe,
2004). In addition, Wilson (1994) documented increased
aggregate levels of tolerance for left-wing groups while right-
wing groups did not see a parallel increase in the United States.
Chong (2006) takes this analysis one step further, positing a
distinction for attitudes toward exclusionary speech in his
analysis of hate speech and the university experience. His
analysis documents the trend among younger, more educated
individuals to be less tolerant of hate speech than prior research
would suggest, which he argues reflects a changing norm
environment on university campuses.

If certain types of speech, especially speech that denigrates the
inclusion of particular groups within society, are increasingly seen
as outside the acceptable bounds of a free and democratic society,
then what are the individual level dispositions that make people
likely to see the specific harm caused by exclusionary discourses?
Harell (2010b) shows that among young people, those who have
more socially diverse friendship network are least tolerant of
racist speech. One of the reasons, she argues, is that those in more
socially diverse networks feel a connection to those who are
targeted by such speech. Even when such speech does not attack
an individual directly, the incentive to think about the potential
harm of such speech for others should play an important role in
one’s decision.

Both socially and in politics, the ability to empathize, to
identify with the feelings of others, is recognized as an
important behavioral catalyst (Griffin, et al., 1993; Gross, 2008;
Andreoni et al., 2017). Campaigns for charitable donations
attempt to induce generosity through empathic appeals based
on individual need, suffering, or shared identity. In politics,

1Other work e.g., Sheffer (2020) has used an intergroup approach in the Canadian
political context.
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interest groups often use empathetic frames such as support for
the “hard-working” or “disadvantaged” to generate support for
policies or reforms, and citizens in turn view the poor as more
deserving of support when the poverty is viewed as outside of
their control (Feldman and Zaller, 1992; Applebaum, 2001;
Limbeck and Bullock, 2009). These frames are likely to be
most successful among those who are prone to caring about
others. For example, Feldman et al. (2020) find that people who
are more empathetic tend to endorse more support for an
individual welfare recipient and for government welfare
policies except when it conflicts with a strong belief in
individualism.

In functional terms, empathy is an adaptive characteristic
designed to effectively communicate messages and to elicit
social support or compliance (Redmond, 1989; Spreng et al.,
2009). The ability to empathize requires that the receiver of the
message can identify and relate to the experience, reasoning, and
emotional state of the sender (Baron-Cohen and Wheelwright,
2004; Decety and Jackon, 2004; Zaki and Oschner, 2012; Zaki,
2014). Empathy is a complex and contingent process that is
highly dependent on individual, environmental, and social
factors; nonetheless, consistencies across these factors support
an argument that empathy plays a meaningful role in the
evaluation of social and political groups (Redmon, 1989;
Decety, 2011; Zaki and Oschner, 2012).

For example, research shows that individuals high on trait
empathy are disinclined to tolerate political groups perpetuating
racist or discriminatory messages (Witenberg, 2007). Relatedly,
Cowan and Khatchadourian (2003) find that empathetic
personality is positively correlated with perceived harm of hate
speech while analytic thinking is correlated with greater tolerance
for groups whose message is associated with hate. Butrus and
Witenberg (2013) investigate the personality traits predicting the
tolerance of prejudicial attitudes toward different ethnic groups,
and they find that empathetic concern is negatively correlated
with intolerant speech and actions but not intolerant beliefs.
Relatedly, Batson and colleagues (2002) find that inducing
empathy toward a stigmatized group can lead to support for
action to help them.

Nonetheless, an open question remains about when empathy
occurs toward others who may be ethnically or racially different
from oneself. This is because studies in political science and
psychology consistently show that people are much more likely
to empathize with members of their in-group than their out-group
(Xu et al., 2009; Arceneaux, 2017) and that this tendency is
intensified during social competition (Bruneau et al., 2017;
Cikara, 2015; Hein et al., 2010; Cikara et al., 2011; Hackel et al.,
2017)2. Empathy is also affected by perceptions and appraisals of
an unknown other’s social proximity to oneself (Xu et al., 2009;
Krienen et al., 2010). Finally, while studies show that social distance
often inhibits the ability to empathize with others (Weisz and Zaki,

2018, p. 68), social proximity and shared experiences can induce
empathy. For example, Sirin et al. (2016) found that Blacks and
Latinos were more likely to recognize and support each other’s
claims because of shared experiences of discrimination.

In the context of a civil liberties controversy, we suspect that
those high on empathy will be more hostile to groups associated
with racist speech and be more likely to empathize with the
targets of such speech. This is, in part, because people are less
likely to empathize with individuals or groups associated with
negative affect (stress, fear, pain) (Redmond, 1989; Zaki, 2014)
and because negative emotions are related to political intolerance
(Halperin et al., 2014). Lab studies show that negative
associations with groups’ actions or expressions result in
counter-mimicry and the generation of opposing emotional
responses, fear in response to out-group anger and aversion in
response to out-group fear (van der Schalk et al., 2011). For
example, Arceneaux finds that inducing anxiety in participants
reduces their willingness to assist members of a socio-political
outgroups in need of public assistance (Arceneaux, 2017). By
contrast, those high on empathy will be open to appeals made by
groups expressing that they themselves are the target of harmful
speech or activity. Generalized to the study of political tolerance,
we hypothesize that individuals higher on trait empathy should
be less tolerant toward actions by political groups that are
strongly associated with affective emotions – fear, threat,
violence – and more tolerant of groups expressing that they
themselves are targets of threats and violence. Neo-Nazis, White
Supremacists and other groups whose motivation is exclusion
and who are often associated with histories of racial violence will
be viewed as threatening. The Black Lives Matter movement, on
the other hand, which calls for racial justice and inclusion, will be
viewed as relatively less threatening.

In sum, we are interested in testing the relationship between
empathy and political intolerance of different types of speech. We
do this by relying on a survey experiment about three political
groups holding a political march in one’s community. The three
groups manipulated were 1) White Supremacists, 2) their least-
liked political group or 3) Black Lives Matter activists. We predict
that for groups associated with prejudice and violence toward
minorities, empathy will be negatively correlated with tolerance
for their political march. Specifically, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 1: In comparison to Black Lives Matter, higher
levels of empathy will be negatively correlated with the
tolerance for a political march by White Supremacist or
least-liked groups.
Hypothesis 2: In comparison to Black Lives Matter, higher
levels of empathy will be positively corrected with the
expectation of harm to others following the political march
by White Supremacist or least-liked groups.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The data for this paper were collected from an online survey
conducted in the United States (n� 1,646) and Canada (n �
1,627). The study was in the field between January 6 and

2One exception to this trend is a study on immigration and humanitarian concern
by Newman et al. (2015) who finds a positive correlation between empathy and
out-group support (support for immigration) when the issue is framed as a
humanitarian concern.
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February 7, 2017. Importantly, the data were collected before
significant shifts in public opinion occurred regarding the groups
evaluated by participants in our study. Public opinion in the US
regarding the Black Lives Matter movement was mixed in early
2017, and high-profile protests by White supremacists in the US
had not yet occurred. A number of polls suggest that public support
for Black LivesMatter in the US did increase but well after our study
was in the field3.

In Canada, the questionnaire was available in both English and
French. Qualtrics, an online survey research firm, administered
the data collection. Respondents were selected from among those
who had registered to participate in online surveys through
several different organizations. The sample providers offered
various incentives to participate (equivalent to $1 US). The
average time to complete the survey was 22 min. During data
collection responses were not forced. In our analyses we drop all
participants with missing observations on our dependent or
independent variables, leaving a final sample of (n � 1,627) in
the United States and (n � 1,555) in Canada.

A quota system based on age, gender, and education was used
to screen potential respondents, which resulted in samples that
reflect these measured population parameters in each country. In
addition, a language quota was applied in Canada. The final US
sample, after excluding missing data, was 51% female, 75% white,
a median age of “30–39”, and 39% had a post-secondary
education. The Canadian sample was 51% female, 81% white,
median age of “40–49”, and 55% had a post-secondary education.
Mean ideological score on a 7-point Likert scale is 4.34 in the US
and 4.06 in Canada. Among Canadians in the sample, about 65%
reported English as their primary language, 30% selected French,
and 5% indicated “other”4. The samples were reasonable
representative of the geographic diversity of each country. In
the US, the sample matches the regional distribution of the
country (18% Northeast, 22% Midwest, 37% South, 23%
West). In Canada, the sample over-represented Quebec (32%),
and slightly under-represented the Western provinces (25%) and
Ontario (24%). The representation in the Eastern provinces (8%)
and the North (less than 1%) were similar to their population. The
data were not weighted after cases with missing data were
dropped as there was no relationship between missing items
and any of the quota variables.

The survey was designed to explore the relationship between
individual predispositions and support for civil rights and
included both a traditional least-liked group battery as well as
an experimental vignette about the rights of groups to protest.

Least-liked Group: Respondents were asked to evaluate on a
(0–10) dislike-like scale six groups: 1) neo-Nazis; 2) Christian

fundamentalists; 3) extreme-right activists; 4) radical Muslims; 5)
gay rights activists; and 6) feminists. Respondents also indicated
the group, from among the six, that they liked the least. These six
groups were selected to provide variation on left – right
ideological association, as well as variation on racial, religious,
and social group affiliation5. The group selected as least-liked
among the list is used subsequently in the experimental vignette.

Experimental Vignette: Participants completed a thought
experiment involving a fictional protest group looking to
conduct a march in the participant’s community. We utilize
this approach as several studies in the political tolerance
literature (e.g., Gibson 1998) have shown it useful for varying
elements of context within a survey experiment6. The full text of
the vignette was:

Imagine a group of (least-liked group, Black Lives
Matters activists, White Supremacists) are organizing
a march in your community. The group expects (a
handful, a thousand) protesters to travel to your area
to attend. In the past, groups like this (have been
accused of violent confrontations with bystanders,
have been accused of shouting ugly words at
bystanders, held peaceful marches in communities
like this).

We randomly assigned participants into different treatments
in which we manipulated the protest group’s characteristics on
three dimensions. First, we randomly assigned the type of group:
the indicated least-liked group from a prior question in the
survey, and two groups with race-based political claims, one
linked to equality claims for Blacks and one linked to social
intolerance and racism. In addition to the group type, we varied
two potential measures of threat, the size of the gathering (a small
vs. a large gathering) and level of past violence by similar groups
(peaceful, verbal aggression, and physical aggression).

After reading the condition, participants were asked on a four-
point scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree “Should this
group be allowed to hold the march?” Higher levels of agreement
indicate more political tolerance for the group, our main
dependent variable in the analysis.

Participants were also asked to indicate “What is the likelihood
that the march will result in” the following five outcomes: 1) more
support for the group’s beliefs; 2) hurt feelings in the community;
3) property damage; 4) violence; 5) more discrimination. Each of
these items is assessed on a 5-point scale from very unlikely to
very likely. Using four of these five items we construct a scale that
measures individuals’ expectation of potential harm following the
political march. To construct this scale, all five items are included
in an exploratory factor analysis with an oblimin rotation. Four of
the five items (hurt feelings, property damage, violence, more3For instance, see https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/07/08/how-

americans-view-the-black-lives-matter-movement/and https://www.nytimes.
com/interactive/2020/06/10/upshot/black-lives-matter-attitudes.html. The authors
thank an anonymous reviewer for this suggestion.
4According to the 2011 Canadian census, about 21% of Canadians have a maternal
language other than English or French but note that 6% speak a language other
than English or French as their primary home language. Statistics Canada,
downloaded Mar. 24, 2017, http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census>recensement/
2011/as>sa/98>314>x/98>314>x2011001>eng.cfm.

5Respondents were then asked to indicate if each of the six groups should be
allowed to 1) talk on television about their views and 2) hold a peaceful march in
your neighborhood. We reserved these items for a separate analysis.
6See also Forward et al. (1976) as providing justification for the “role-enactment”
approach as opposed to using deception in experimental research.
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discrimination) show strong single factor loadings of greater than
0.70; these four items are retained and combined to form a single
scale (0–16). The results of the factor analysis are listed in the
online supplementary materials (pg. 14–15 in the Online
Supplementary Material).

Empathy as a Trait: Our main independent variable of interest
was asked prior to the experimental vignette and captures people
who are prone to caring about the feelings of other people. We
refer to this as having a more empathetic personality, which is
measured using a subset of four questions regarding emotional
empathy from the Toronto Empathy Questionnaire such as “I
enjoy making other people feel better” and disagreeing with
statements such as “I am not interested in how other people
feel” (Spreng et al., 2009). These four questions form a scale from
0 to 12. However, to compensate for less than five percent of
responses in the first five categories, corresponding to very low
empathy, we collapse the bottom five categories to create a new
scale which runs from 1 to 7.

It is important to note that the emotion of empathy was often
treated similarly to psychological characteristics like personality.
Beginning in the 1960s, a number of scales were developed which
scored individuals as high or low on “trait” empathy. Since the
development of the Toronto Empathy Questionnaire (TEQ) in
2009, research in psychology has distinguished between empathy
as a trait-based disposition and empathy as an experience or
emotional state. According to recent definitions, empathy itself
is an emotional experience which is best understood in terms of
“when and how not either or” (Zaki and Ochsner, 2012).
Consequently, scales like the TEQ do not directly measure
empathy, but instead capture important dispositional tendencies
or subprocesses which influence the likelihood of empathetic
experience such as cognitive reflection, perspective taking, or
sympathy. As a result, we use the terminology of empathetic
personality to indicate that we are measuring a dispositional
tendency to feel empathy toward others, but not the emotion of
empathy itself. In particular, the items we use from the TEQ are
designed to measure the dispositional tendency to experience
emotional empathy, and not cognitive perspective taking.

Analysis: Results of the experiment are analyzed using an
Ordered Logistic Regression with robust confidence intervals
where 1) political tolerance of the march and 2) the harm
scale are the dependent variables for H1 and H2 respectively.
We utilize ordered logistic regression because our main
dependent variable has only four categories and these
categories do not form a true continuous scale. For the sake of
simplicity, and because the results do not change when using
ordinary least squares regression, we also use ordered logistic
regression to analyze the harm scale. In addition, we provide in
the appendix additional models without the interaction term, as
well as amodel that includes additional interaction terms between
Empathy and the other two treatments variables: size and level of
harm of each protest group. These additional interactions control
for the sensitivity of empathetic processes to threat. The inclusion
of these additional control interactions does not mediate the
significance of results reported in the main text. All models also
include demographic controls for age, education, race, gender,
and ideology (see coding in the Online Supplemental Materials).

Ideology is included as a control variable as previous research
shows that a conservative ideological orientation may correlate
with lower levels of empathetic behavior as well as greater
tolerance for right-wing political groups (i.e., neo-Nazi’s and
White Supremacists) in the United States (Sullivan et al., 1982;
Sidanus et al., 2013; Feldman et al., 2015; Hasson et al., 2018) and
in Canada (e.g., Loewen et al., 2019). Finally, the statistical results
are reported independently for each country.hl.

RESULTS

Table 1 presents the core test of hypothesis 1, which includes the
interaction between empathetic personality and group type on
support for a public march. We analyze the Canadian and US
samples separately. As expected, the interaction between group
type and empathetic personality is negative forWhite Supremacists
compared to Black Lives Matter (BLM) activists. We find a similar
effect for the least-liked group. In addition, we find no direct effect
of protest size, but respondents did react to the level of violence
treatment. When presented with both groups with histories of
verbal and physical violence, the tolerance of the march is lower.
These effects are very similar in both Canada and the US.

Figure 1 illustrates the impact of group type based on
empathy. We show the predicted probability of opposing or
supporting the march based on levels of empathy and group
type. For instance, the left-most panel makes clear that empathy
was related to less opposition to BLM protestors (indicated by the
downward slope of the estimation), whereas for both White
Supremacists and the respondent’s least-liked group the slope
is positive, indicating greater opposition.

Interestingly, those lowest on empathy make no real
distinction when presented with different types of groups in

TABLE 1 | Predicting effect of group type and empathy on support for political
march (ordered logistic regression).

Canada United States

Empathy 0.090a (0.044) 0.085a (0.040)
Group (Ref � BLM)
Least-liked −0.788b (0.214) −0.150 (0.197)
White supremacists −0.511a (0.219) −0.076 (0.192)
Interaction
Least-liked*empathy −0.192a (0.063) −0.259b (0.056)
White supremacists*empathy −0.217b (0.064) −0.204b (0.056)
Size (ref � handful)
Thousands 0.027 (0.096) 0.020 (0.090)
Violence (ref � peaceful)
Ugly words −0.852b (0.114) −0.408b (0.109)
Violent −0.976b (0.119) −0.822b (0.113)
Age −0.036 (0.027) −0.034 (0.028)
Man 0.029 (0.101) 0.036 (0.098)
Non-white 0.158 (0.126) 0.083 (0.114)
Education 0.047 (0.096) 0.324b (0.094)
Ideology −0.130a (0.045) −0.111b (0.030)
N 1,555 1,627

ap < 0.050.
bp < 0.01.
Table uses robust standard errors.
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Canada and the US, but we see an important divergence at the
upper end of the empathy scale. While the patterns are similar in
the two countries, it is also worth noting that overall levels of
opposition are higher in Canada than in the US for two of the
three group types (White Supremacists and least-liked group),
which may well reflect differences in traditions toward free
speech, with racist speech explicitly protected by the First
Amendment in the US, whereas Canada has traditionally
balanced free speech rights against other values.

The key hypothesis, then, is supported: individuals with a
more empathetic personality, a disposition toward empathizing
with the feelings of others, have less tolerance toward political
groups engaged in exclusionary and potentially harmful speech.
Yet, this also raises an additional question. Why does empathy
reduce tolerance for least-liked groups? The answer in part is
drawn from the group that was most commonly selected. In total,
40% of Canadians and 44% of Americans selected neo-Nazis as
their least-liked group. The second most selected group was
radical Muslims, and together these two groups are selected by
the vast majority of respondents in each sample (81.89% of
participants identify one of these two groups as their least-liked).

In Figure 2, we drop all respondents in the least-liked
treatment who selected a group other than these two (n � 72:
Canada; n � 111: US), and we estimate separate effects for each
group (Full models are available in the supplemental materials.)
The group type variable thus becomes a four-category discrete
variable: 1) BLM, 2) Radical Muslims, 3) neo-Nazi’s, 4) White
Supremacists. Neo-Nazis andWhite Supremacists are expected to
function similarly, both representing exclusionary groups with
explicit racist connotations.

While not definitive, teasing out the least-liked group provides
additional support for our argument that empathy interacts
specifically with exclusionary groups associated with harmful
speech. The interaction for neo-Nazis is significant, and
Figure 2 illustrates that the increase in the predicted
probability of opposing a march by this group as empathy
goes from the lowest to highest level. In both the US and
Canada, the interaction term is significant and similar to the
White Supremacist treatment. Radical Muslims, in contrast, are
clearly not tolerated, with relatively high levels of predicted
opposition in both countries. In Canada, the interaction
between empathetic personality and seeing Radical Muslims

FIGURE 1 | Effect of Empathetic Personality on Support for March by Group Note: The figure displays the predicted probability of each level of agreement or
disagreement in response to the statement, “This group should be allowed to hold a march,” and uses robust standard errors with 95% CI based on models in Table 1.

Frontiers in Political Science | www.frontiersin.org June 2021 | Volume 3 | Article 6638586

Harell et al. Valuing Liberty or Equality

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science#articles


(vs. BLM) in the vignette was just above conventional levels of
statistical significance. In the US, though, the interaction is
statistically significant. This suggests that empathy is linked to

viewing the speech of radical Muslims as similarly harmful to that
of neo-Nazis and White Supremacists within the American
public.

We take this to indicate that empathetic people are particularly
likely to oppose groups expected to engage in harmful speech in
line with hypothesis 1. Do people predisposed toward empathy
perceive more potential for harm from such groups? Our second
hypothesis is that higher levels of empathy will also be related to
perceptions of the potential harm caused by exclusionary speech,
which we are able to measure with our four-item harm index that
was asked post treatment. An exploratory factor analysis was
performed to combine these items. In general, respondents were
more concerned about harm when confronted with both White
Supremacists and their least-liked group. In Canada and the US,
the mean scores on the harm index for Black Lives Matter was
8.76 (SD � 3.92) and 9.89 (SD � 4.21) as compared to the least-
liked group 11.36 (SD � 3.47) and 11.32 (SD � 3.39), and White
Supremacists 11.41 (SD � 3.58) and 11.35 (SD � 3.47).

Our interest is in whether these effects are moderated by a
tendency toward empathy. Table 2 provides the base model to
test the moderating impact of empathy on harm perception based
on the type of group involved in the protest activity. Like our
findings for hypothesis 1, empathy drives up perceptions of harm
when confronted with White Supremacists or a least-liked group
compared to BLM.

We illustrate these effects in Figure 3. These results are not
meaningfully different from the result of the individual scale

FIGURE 2 | Effect of Empathetic Personality on Opposing March by Group, four categories Note: Panel 2 displays the predicted probability of selecting “Strongly
disagree” and uses robust standard errors with 95% confidence intervals. Responses “Moderately disagree, Moderately agree, Strongly agree” are omitted. Full models
available in Tables 3 and 4 of the Online Supplemental Materials.

TABLE 2 | Predicting effect of group type and empathy on perception of harm
(ordered logistic regression).

Canada United States

Empathy −0.088a (0.043) −0.038 (0.043)
Group (Ref � BLM)
Least-liked 0.377 (0.200) −0.137 (0.192)
White supremacists 0.596a (0.225) −0.052 (0.197)
Interaction
Least-liked*empathy 0.290b (0.058) 0.242b (0.057)
White supremacists*empathy 0.234b (0.064) 0.254b (0.058)
Size (ref � handful)
Thousands 0.184b (0.090) 0.151 (0.087)
Violence (ref � peaceful)
Ugly words 0.793b (0.111) 0.463b (0.104)
Violent 0.840b (0.111) 0.596b (0.109)
Age 0.038 (0.027) −0.018 (0.028)
Man −0.066 (0.094) −0.067 (0.117)
Non-white 0.088 (0.121) 0.016 (0.117)
Education 0.057 (0.090) −0.168 (0.090)
Ideology 0.055 (0.041) 0.137b (0.029)
N 1,555 1,627

ap < 0.05.
bp < 0.01.
Table uses robust standard errors.
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items and reach significance at or above the 95% confidence level.
Each individual item in the four-item harm scale is analyzed
separately and presented in the supplementary materials (see
Online Supplemental Materials Tables 7–14).

DISCUSSION

In this paper, we examined the relationship between empathetic
personality and tolerance for political activities by exclusionary
political groups. Consistent with our hypotheses, we find that
higher levels of empathetic personality are negatively correlated
with tolerance toward these groups. Importantly, this occurred to
a similar degree in both Canada and the US, which have different
legal approaches to balancing liberty and equality. On this basis,
we conclude that group-based objections to political activity
designed to promote violence and hatred are distinct from
other considerations that limit political tolerance. This finding
is consistent with previous research which finds that individuals
with empathetic dispositions are more likely to oppose extending
freedom of speech to attitudes or actions which discriminate
based on ethnicity, gender, or sexual orientation (Battson et al.,
2002; Cowan and Khatchadourian, 2003; Witenberg, 2007;
Butrus and Witenberg, 2013).

This research also extends the literature on political tolerance
attitudes. While prior research has shown the importance of
group threat in making tolerance judgments [e.g., Petersen et al.
(2010)], far less is known about the origins of threat perceptions.
Our study demonstrates that those high in empathy are especially
likely to perceive the public activity of racist groups as harmful to

others because of their association with violence and
discrimination. Empathy was also associated with lower
perceived threat when evaluating a group advocating for racial
justice and inclusion. We suggest this occurs because of an
emotional reaction that is distinct from the cognitive concerns
typically examined in studies on threat or attitude change [e.g.,
Gibson (1998)]. Future research could attempt to further
distinguish between the affective dimensions of empathetic
responses and more typically measured threat perceptions
such as group size and potential for influence.

More broadly, our findings point to the importance of
empathy in the formation of political attitudes. Despite the
limited and contingent nature of empathetic responses [e.g.,
Sirin et al. (2016); Arceneaux (2017)], we found that
dispositional empathy shaped reactions to a (hypothetical)
civil liberties controversy involving groups seeking to limit or
expand social tolerance. In diverse democracies, in which racial,
ethnic or other minorities are ascribed outsider status by
exclusionary political movements, empathy may play an
increasingly central role in the dynamics of public opinion.
Additional research should examine the contexts in which
empathy across group boundaries occurs and impacts other
political attitudes, such as toward policing, language rights and
religious freedoms.
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