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Individuals in the United States appear increasingly willing to support and justify political

violence. This paper therefore examines whether making partisan identities salient

increases support for political violence. We embed priming manipulations in a sample

of roughly 850U.S. adults to investigate whether activating positive partisan identity,

negative partisan identity, instrumental partisan identity, and American national identity

might lead to differences in reported support for political violence. While we uncover no

effects of priming various identities on support for political violence, we replicate and

extend previous research on its correlates. Specifically, we demonstrate how various

measures of partisan identity strength as well as negative personality traits are correlated

with acceptance of political violence.
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INTRODUCTION

On January 6th, 2021, protests left four people dead and dozens injured in events that culminated
with insurrectionists occupying the United States (U.S.) Capitol and endangering elected officials
(Barrett and Raju, 2021). The previous year, militia members attempted to kidnap the governor
of Michigan (Flesher, 2020) and there have been multiple incidents of people fatally shooting
protestors they were ideologically opposed to (Pietsch and León, 2020). At the same time, tolerance
for political violence seems to be growing in the U.S.. For example, a recent survey found that 23%
of respondents condoned violence in response to an electoral loss, and 40% regarded retaliatory
violence as justified in some instances (Bright Line Watch, 2020). Given these trends and the
potentially harmful consequences of violent rhetoric and political violence, there is a need to
understand the causes of political violence and means to reduce it.

Political violence is, of course, a rare and extreme occurrence in the U.S. (Westwood
et al., 2022). While this concept can broadly encompass acts such as political assassinations
or attacks on government buildings, recent scholarship in the U.S. context primarily focuses
more on threats leveled against political leaders, harassment, and hypothetical acts violence
(Westwood et al., 2022). Such incivility and threats of violence are commonly examined against
the backdrop of a record-high number of Americans displaying deep disdain and dislike for
their partisan opponents, which has led to concerns that partisanship may ultimately fuel
political violence. However, while much has been written on the deleterious effects of affective
polarization, the extant literature does not clearly establish that affective polarization actually
causes a range of political ills, including political violence (Iyengar et al., 2019; Yair, 2020).
Most research on affective polarization focuses on non-political and social manifestations
of the concept; for instance, its effects on romantic and familial relationships (e.g., Huber
and Malhotra, 2017; Chen and Rohla, 2018; Iyengar et al., 2018) or economic interactions
(e.g., Michelitch, 2015; McConnell et al., 2018). Indeed, results from experimental work that
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directly sought to manipulate affective polarization suggests that
it has little to no effects on downstream political behaviors,
including political violence (Broockman et al., 2020).

To date, however, there has been limited research examining
whether partisan identity per se increases support for political
violence. Notable exceptions include Kalmoe and Mason (2018)
and Gøtzsche-Astrup (2021) who demonstrated that partisan
strength and positive partisan identity predicted support for
political violence and violent political intentions, respectively.
This paper, first, seeks to replicate and extend work on correlates
of support for political violence and, in particular, whether
negative personality traits or more generalized negativity bias is
associated with support for political violence.

The primary aim of the present study is to examine whether
partisanship, in its various forms, affects acceptance of political
violence. Moreover, because people hold multiple identities and
we know that strong and activated identities will be more
consequential politically (e.g., Huddy et al., 2015), and that
the impact of partisan identity can be reduced (Levendusky,
2018), we test whether priming different social identities affects
acceptance of political violence. Leveraging an original survey
experiment, this paper investigates the relationship between the
activation of various social identities related to partisanship and
attitudes toward political violence. Using variables capturing
partisan identity as priming manipulations, we heighten the
salience of either negative partisanship, positive partisanship,
instrumental partisanship, or American identity and test whether
this affects support for political violence.

We acknowledge up front that we are principally concerned
with the U.S. case given its high levels of affective polarization
and partisanship. That said, the study is also relevant to multi-
party systems given evidence of expressive, and even negative,
partisan identities in such contexts (e.g., Bankert et al., 2017;
Mayer, 2017) as well as a growing literature chronicling affective
polarization and partisan outgroup hostility in multi-party and
non-U.S. contexts (see e.g., Gidron et al., 2020; Reiljan, 2020;
Harteveld, 2021; Wagner, 2021).

Different Facets of Partisanship
While partisanship is a potent force in American politics,
researchers nonetheless disagree on the best way to conceptualize
it. Campbell et al. (1960) famously defined partisanship as a
“psychological attachment” to a political party. This definition,
in turn, gives rise to two competing explanations of partisanship:
an instrumental view and an expressive view (see Huddy et al.,
2015). An instrumental approach to partisanship can be traced
back to the idea of partisanship constituting a running tally
of retrospective evaluations of party beliefs and performance
(Fiorina, 1981; Achen, 1992). In this view, voters are primarily
motivated by ideology, policy preferences, and performance
evaluations, and update their affiliation accordingly, when parties
change on one or more of these factors.

Expressive partisanship represents an alternative means
of understanding partisanship. This approach conceptualizes
partisanship as an enduring social identity with individuals
developing a lasting, emotional connection to their party and
short-term events do little to change such identification (Green

et al., 2002). An expressive view of partisanship is grounded in
social identity theory, which suggests that individuals tend to
categorize themselves into “in-groups” and “out-groups,” based
on perceived shared characteristics with other members of such
groups (Tajfel and Turner, 1979). Thus, individuals are likely
to have positive associations and emotional reactions toward
their in-group, and may have negative, hostile reactions toward
their out-group, as in-groups provide self-esteem and a sense of
psychological reassurance.

Partisan identity may be especially powerful in the US context
because of ideological and social sorting as American parties
have increasingly come into alignment with political ideologies
and other social identities (Malka and Lelkes, 2010; Mason,
2015, 2016). This means that individuals possess fewer “cross-
cutting” identities which may dampen the effect of partisan
identity, thereby increasing partisan bias, anger, and hostility
when identities are aligned (Mason, 2016).

There is empirical evidence supporting both the expressive
and instrumental views. Fiorina (1981), for instance, finds
that economic performance affects citizens’ presidential votes,
supporting an instrumental view. More recently, Costa (2021)
finds that voters penalize candidates for hostile, affective rhetoric,
and prioritize policy and issue-level alignment over identitarian
concerns. However, other scholarship challenges the assumptions
of the instrumental view; for instance, Adams et al. (2011)
find that European voters respond more to perceived partisan
ideologies, rather than actual shifts in policy in party platforms.

In support of the expressive approach, Iyengar et al.
(2012) find only a modest correlation between ideological
disagreements and partisan identity when comparing ANES data
on policy attitudes and in-party and out-party thermometer
ratings. Moreover, there is evidence that some effects of policy
preferences may actually be driven by these preferences signaling
partisan identity rather than being the genuine result of
instrumental preferences (Dias and Lelkes, 2021). Huddy et al.
(2015) developed a unique, multi-item partisan identity scale,
and compared how it predicted campaign involvement with
a measure of ideological issue intensity, finding that partisan
identity produced much stronger effects than instrumental
concerns (see also Huddy et al., 2018 in a comparative
context). Similarly, Mason (2015) showed that even people
with moderate issue positions engage more in motivated
reasoning, are more politically active, and express more anger
with increasing identification. Moreover, in line with motivated
reasoning stemming more from partisan identification than
policy preferences, there further is evidence that partisans will
easily alter their policy preferences following elite cues (Barber
and Pope, 2019). Taken together, the above evidence points to an
independent effect of partisan identity on political behavior that
cannot be explained by a purely instrumental approach.

When considering social identities, a distinction can be made
between in-group bias and out-group hostility (Tajfel and Turner,
1979). In the context of expressive partisan identity, the former
is represented by “positive partisanship,” while the latter is
represented by “negative partisanship,” capturing the idea that
out-group hostility can exist independent of in-group bias, and
vice versa (Abramowitz and Webster, 2018). For instance, an

Frontiers in Political Science | www.frontiersin.org 2 May 2022 | Volume 4 | Article 835032

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


Kacholia and Neuner Partisan Identities and Political Violence

individual might choose to vote for Democrats primarily out
of hostility toward the Republican Party, without necessarily
having particularly positive feelings toward the Democratic Party.
Scholarship demonstrates some correlation between in-group
bias and out-group hostility; for instance, Mason (2015) finds
that partisan sorting produces both increased partisan identity
strength and anger directed at the out-party. Nevertheless, there
is evidence that the concepts of positive and negative partisanship
are, indeed, separate. Abramowitz and Webster (2018) find that
negative ratings of each party have risen in the electorate in
recent years, while positive evaluations of each have remained
relatively stable. Thus, strong negative partisanship does not
necessitate strong positive partisanship, and vice versa, given
the different directions the two measures have followed. Bankert
(2020) offers additional evidence, creating a Positive Partisan
Identity Scale and a symmetric Negative Partisan Identity Scale
to measure both concepts, finding that they predict political
behavior in distinct ways: negative partisanship predicts anti-
bipartisan attitudes more than positive partisanship does, while
positive partisanship predicts political engagement and in-party
vote more than negative partisanship does.

The Consequences of Partisan Identities
Strong group attachments predict several affective, emotional,
and behavioral outcomes. For instance, more strongly identified
members of a group display a greater need to uphold positive
evaluations of their group (Branscombe andWann, 1994; Doosje
et al., 1995). Moreover, in the face of intergroup threat, social
identity theory predicts that individuals who strongly identify
with their group may exhibit more hostility toward their
outgroup (Tajfel and Turner, 1979; Hogg et al., 2017). Empirical
evidence bears this out—Merrilees et al. (2014), for example,
find that strong Catholic or Protestant identity in Northern
Ireland youth predicts more aggressive behavior toward the
respective out-group, when there is a threat of intergroup
conflict. Individuals may engage inmoral disengagement and out-
group dehumanization to justify their, or their group’s, harmful
actions toward the out-group (Kelman, 1973; Bandura et al.,
1975; Bandura, 1999).

As discussed previously, partisanship constitutes a powerful
social identity. As such, partisanship displays similar dynamics,
in terms of facilitating hostility toward the out-party, moral
disengagement, and dehumanization. Webster (2018) finds that
negative partisanship is associated with greater anger and
hostility toward out-party candidates. Walter and Redlawsk
(2019) demonstrate that voters are less likely to disapprove
of politicians’ immoral behavior if they belong to the same
party, demonstrating the ability of partisan identity to motivate
moral evaluations and reasoning. Stronger partisans are also
more likely to dehumanize out-party members (Martherus
et al., 2019; Cassese, 2020). These findings indicate a theoretical
justification for positive and negative partisan identity increasing
acceptance of political violence, as activating those group
attachments may also activate the anger, moral disengagement,
and dehumanization associated with them.

More directly, Gøtzsche-Astrup (2021) provides evidence for
a relationship between positive partisan identity specifically being

predictive of attitudes toward violence. Using a scale measuring
intentions to engage in radical political action adapted from
Moskalenko and McCauley (2009) and a manipulation from
Delton et al. (2018) to experimentally heighten positive partisan
identity, this work shows a relationship between positive partisan
identity and greater intentions to engage in political violence.
Kalmoe and Mason (2018) find a similar result, discovering that
strong partisan identity predicts support for political violence,
primarily in the form of threats and harassment.

Priming Social Identities
The salience of specific identities can be heightened through
the use of psychological “primes,” or subtle cues intended to
make a certain consideration more accessible (McLeish and
Oxoby, 2008). Extensive literature demonstrates that priming
identities can affect behavior and attitudes. For instance, priming
individuals to consider their race or gender can produce
“stereotype threat,” where individuals perform worse on tasks
associated with negative stereotypes with regards to a group
they belong to (Nguyen and Ryan, 2008; Picho et al., 2013).
Researchers have also demonstrated that priming prisoners to
consider their criminal identity results in more cheating in
economic games (Cohn et al., 2015), and priming national
identity results in more anti-immigrant attitudes (Wojcieszak
and Garrett, 2018).

Individuals possess multiple social identities, from their
race, to their gender, to their class. Partisan identity, thus,
represents only one of many group identities individuals possess.
Sometimes, these identities may compete with one another, with
each representing different interests. Priming can, therefore,
activate specific identities to influence preferences and behaviors.
Klar (2013), for instance, examines the subgroup of Democratic
parents, whose identities as parents and as Democrats sometimes
clash in policy considerations. For instance, a parent might
desire longer prison sentences for sex offenders, out of concern
for their children, while Democrats generally prefer legislation
that encourages rehabilitation. Priming either parental identity
or Democratic identity shifted respondents’ preferences on
policies related to welfare spending, security spending, and
criminal justice. Moreover, Levendusky (2018) finds that priming
American national identity, can reduce affective polarization,
as measured by feeling thermometer and trait ratings1. This
likely occurs because the salient in-group shifts from being a
partisan identity, where the other party represents an out-group,
to being the broader collective of Americans, which includes both
Democrats and Republicans. This recategorization demonstrates
both the malleability of partisan identity and the efficacy of
priming to activate different group memberships.

Hypotheses and Research Questions
Strong group attachments predict anger, moral disengagement,
and greater willingness to engage in hostile and discriminatory
behavior toward out-groups. We thus expect that making
partisan identities more salient can increase such animosity.

1Though note that there are questions surrounding the replicability of other

non-experimental aspects of this work (see Brandt and Turner-Zwinkels, 2020).

Frontiers in Political Science | www.frontiersin.org 3 May 2022 | Volume 4 | Article 835032

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


Kacholia and Neuner Partisan Identities and Political Violence

Conversely, in line with Levendusky’s (2018) work,
heightening the salience of a common in-group identity
(i.e., Americans) should reduce such animosity. We
thus hypothesize:

H1a: Increasing the salience of peoples’ positive, negative,
or instrumental partisan identity will increase support for
political violence.
H1b: Increasing the salience of American identity will reduce
support for political violence.

We are, furthermore, interested in whether increasing the
salience of the identities listed in H1a leads to differential
effects. The finding that partisan identity, as opposed to
policy disagreement, drives affective polarization (Dias and
Lelkes, 2021) and that strong social identities in general can
be a precursor to violent behavior (Gøtzsche-Astrup, 2018),
suggests potentially stronger effects for social identity variants
of partisanship. Moreover, Bankert (2020) suggests that negative
partisan identity may be particularly important for explaining
partisan hostility and there is evidence that out-group hate drives
behavior more than in-group love (see e.g., Weisel and Böhm,
2015). We therefore conjecture that the effects will be strongest
for negative partisanship, followed by positive partisanship,
followed by instrumental partisanship (H2).

In addition to the pre-registered hypotheses H1ab and H2
we also explore additional questions. We note that while we
pre-registered these as secondary analyses, we considered them
exploratory questions as opposed to directional hypotheses. First,
we examine whether individual-level strength of the identities
listed in H1ab (i.e., positive, negative, and instrumental partisan
identity as well as American identity) is correlated with support
for political violence.

Second, we use this study to replicate and extend prior
work on the correlates of support for political violence. Here,
the literature has focused on aggressive personality traits such
as trait aggression as driver both of physical violence and
support of violence more broadly (Kalmoe, 2014). Similarly,
researchers have pinpointed the dark triad personality, which
captures a variety of malevolent traits such as narcissism and
Machiavellianism, as a key predictor (Jonason andWebster, 2010;
Gøtzsche-Astrup, 2021). While we have no measure of trait
aggression, we do examine whether respondents with dark triad
traits show higher tolerance for political violence. At a more
abstract level, we know that there is individual-level variation in
negativity biases, which for instance, affect peoples’ preferences
for negative news (Bachleda et al., 2020) and thus we use this
as a blunt proxy to examine whether people who seek out
negative information (and thus might be more desensitized)
are more tolerant of political violence. Moreover, while our
focus is on specific conceptions of partisan identity, we also
seek to replicate Kalmoe and Mason’s (2018) and Gøtzsche-
Astrup’s (2021) finding that the traditional measure of partisan
strength (i.e., the folded measure) is associated with support for
political violence such that strong identifiers are more accepting
of violence than independent leaners. Lastly, following Gøtzsche-
Astrup’s (2021) finding that the effect of partisan identity was
moderated by dark triad traits, we also explore whether the

individual-level factors outlined above moderate the dynamics
outlined in H1ab.

METHODS

We fielded an online survey using the Lucid platform, which
provides a broad national sample of Americans (Coppock and
McClellan, 2019). We excluded true independents from this
experiment, resulting in a sample of 846 participants that was
56% Democratic and 44% Republican (including leaners). The
sample was 50% female, with a mean age of 47 years. Prior
to our experiment, the survey included standard demographic
variables as well as the “Dirty Dozen” measure of the Dark Triad
personality traits (Jonason and Webster, 2010) and a variable
capturing negativity bias in news selection based on a headline
selection task (Bachleda et al., 2020).

Our key experimental manipulation seeks to activate, or
make salient, different identities by randomizing the questions
respondents answer immediately prior to the partisan violence
questions. Previous research has shown that the strength of
identities can be increased through targeted question order
manipulations (e.g., Kuo and Margalit, 2012) and that question
batteries can act as primes by shifting salient identities and thus
affecting political attitudes (e.g., Levendusky, 2018).

First, respondents in the control condition are not primed
with any additional attitude battery. Second, respondents in the
positive partisanship condition answer the questions comprising
the eight-item “Positive Partisan Identity Scale” drawn from
Bankert (2020). These questions tap into respondents’ in-group
affinity for their party by asking about agreement with statements
such as “When I talk about this party, I say ‘we’ instead of ‘them”’
(α = 0.91)2. This treatment should primarily heighten in-group
as opposed to out-group bias.

Third, respondents in the negative partisanship condition
answer the questions from Bankert’s (2020) eight-item “Negative
Partisan Identity Scale,” which operationalizes respondents’
hostility toward the out-party. For example, respondents are
asked “When I talk about this party, I say ‘them’ instead of ‘we”’
(α = 0.88). Fourth, respondents in the instrumental partisanship
condition answer a set of issue attitude questions drawn from
Huddy et al. (2015). This ten-item battery gauges opinions on a
range of polarized issues including abortion, immigration, and
healthcare. For example, respondents are asked “In general, do
you support or oppose same-sex marriage?” followed by how
important the issue is to them personally (α = 0.55). Lastly,
respondents in the American identity condition answer the five-
question battery used in Levendusky (2018) as an American
identity prime. It contains questions such as “How well does
the term “American” describe you?” (α = 0.88). This condition
aims to heighten the relevance of American identity as a salient
in-group and thus de-emphasize partisan identity.

After answering these randomly assigned questions,
respondents answer two sets of questions gauging their
support for political violence. The first set is adapted from the

2See Supplementary Material for full question wordings of experimental

conditions.
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2020 ANES pilot study and contains three questions. The first
asks whether it is justified for people to use violence to pursue
their political goals, the second whether politicians deserve to be
harassed or threatened, and the third whether members of the
out-party “just deserve to be slapped.” The other set is drawn
from Kalmoe and Mason (2018) and contains four questions that
all include partisan information. For instance, respondents are
asked whether it is ever justified for an in-party member to send
threatening messages to an out-party leader.

RESULTS

Before diving into the results, it is worth mentioning that most
respondents reject political violence. We show the distribution
of both dependent variables in Supplementary Figure A1 which
highlights that the modal outcome for both scales is zero (i.e., full
rejection of political violence) and that there is more variation in
responses for the ANES questions whichmay capturemore subtle
forms of political violence (note that the scales are correlated
at 0.74).

First, we turn to the correlational analyses and examine
whether partisan strength, dark triad traits, and a propensity to

seek out negative news are associated with support for political
violence. We focus on respondents in the control condition
to ensure no contamination from the experimental primes
(though see Supplementary Table A2 for full sample models).
We plot bivariate results in Figure 1 with models controlling
for partisanship, sex, age, race, and education presented in
Supplementary Table A3. Across both dependent variables we
see that individuals who identify more strongly with their
partisan group as well as those high in dark triad traits are
more accepting of political violence, replicating both findings
by Gøtzsche-Astrup (2021) and Kalmoe and Mason (2018). We
find a somewhat weaker effect for individual-level negativity bias,
providing marginal evidence that a general predisposition for
negative news is associated with acceptance of political violence.

Next, we turn to our main analysis, namely whether priming
different identities can affect support for political violence.
Here, we regress the two political violence scales on a variable
capturing treatment status. The resulting estimates (and 95%
confidence intervals) are plotted in Figure 2, with the left panel
showing results for the ANES questions and the right panel
for the Kalmoe and Mason questions. The figure reveals no
support for H1ab as none of the primes shift support for

FIGURE 1 | Relationship between key variables and support for political violence in control condition.
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FIGURE 2 | Effect of priming treatment on support for political violence.

TABLE 1 | Relationship between Partisan/american identity and support for political violence.

ANES Questions Kalmoe & Mason Questions

American Instrumental Negative Positive American Instrumental Negative Positive

Identity Partisan Partisan Partisan Identity Partisan Partisan Partisan

Identity Identity Identity Identity Identity Identity

Relationship to support for political violence 0.301** −0.041 0.444*** 0.382*** 0.085 −0.115+ 0.307*** 0.427***

(0.003) (0.547) (0.000) (0.000) (0.405) (0.092) (0.000) (0.000)

N 169 165 170 169 170 165 170 169

R2 0.172 0.093 0.366 0.229 0.229 0.200 0.282 0.338

+ p < 0.1, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; Models include controls for partisanship, sex, age, race, and education.

political violence vis-à-vis the control condition3. Moreover,
as there are no effects for any of the conditions, we also
do not uncover any support for differential effects in line
with H2.

While we uncovered no direct effects of the priming
manipulations, we also examine whether there are
heterogeneous effects by partisan strength, dark triad

3See Supplementary Material for an analysis looking at only respondents who

passed an attention check.

traits, and negativity bias. The results (presented in
Supplementary Figures A2–A4) do not provide evidence
of any systematic heterogeneous effects. Across 24 panels
we only uncover two significant interactions, thus leading
to our conclusion that the insignificant main effects are not
masking important treatment effect variation across these
individual-level factors.

We also examine how the different scales capturing partisan
and American identity that constituted our treatments are related
to support for political violence. To guard against post-treatment
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bias, here we restrict the sample in each regression to only
those respondents who answered each scale prior to the outcome
variables. The results, controlling for the same variables as
above, are presented in Table 1. There is strong evidence
that both positive and negative partisan identity is strongly
correlated with both operationalizations of acceptance of political
violence. The results for American identity and instrumental
partisanship are more mixed and inconsistent across the
two specifications.

Lastly, in the Supplementary Material we consider the
reverse question, namely whether priming political violence can
shift responses to self-reported social identities. The rationale
for this exploratory analysis is that priming the idea of political
violence could either embolden partisans or it could lead to
a backlash and thus result in muted expressions of partisan
identity. We leverage the fact that all respondents answered these
questions following the experiment. We find limited evidence for
such a dynamic (see Supplementary Tables A4A,B).

DISCUSSION

This paper did not uncover any evidence that priming political
identities has any effect on acceptance of political violence.
Several caveats need to be mentioned though. First, given the
nature of our treatments, there were no manipulation checks
and we thus cannot rule out failure-to-treat. Second, power
analyses (using α = 0.05, and assuming a two-tailed test) suggest
that our sample size was only sufficient to detect medium sized
effects at 80% power (d = 0.3) and we thus caution that small
effects may not be detectable given our sample size. Future
research employing similar designs should thus seek to measure
whether the primes indeed increase the salience of identification
and should rely on larger samples given the possibility of
small effects.

Despite the above caveats, the correlational findings presented
here add to previous research examining the relationship
between partisan identity as well as negative personality traits
and support for political violence. Specifically, we find that
the dark triad personality traits, partisan identity strength,
positive partisan identity, and negative partisan identity are
consistently associated with higher levels of support for
political violence.
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