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Articles

Enigmas of Intolerance: Fifty Years after
Stouffer’s Communism, Conformity,

and Civil Liberties

James L. Gibson

Scholars seeking to understand the causes and consequences of political intolerance are now celebrating the fifty-year anniversary of
Stouffer’s pathbreaking research on intolerance and repression. Yet despite substantial advances in our understanding of intolerance,
several major unanswered questions remain. The purpose of this article is to identify and discuss these tolerance enigmas, while
proffering some ideas about how future research on intolerance might proceed. The article begins by documenting the significance
of understanding intolerance and concludes with speculation about how resolving these enigmas might contribute to a more peace-

ful and democratic world.

Communism, Conformity, and Civil Liberties a great
deal of attention has been devoted by social sci-
entists to the problem of political intolerance. In the United
States alone, comprehensive national surveys were con-
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ducted and reported by Nunn, Crockett, and Williams,
Sullivan, Piereson, and Marcus,” Gibson,?> and Davis and
Silver,* in addition to a variety of highly focused projects®
and studies with a broad theoretical scope but using more
limited samples.® And of course the ongoing General Social
Survey (GSS) routinely includes a battery of items mea-
suring political tolerance.” Outside the U.S., studies of
intolerance have also proliferated.® Political intolerance is
among the most investigated phenomena in modern polit-
ical science.”

That social scientists would allocate so many resources
to investigating intolerance is understandable since polit-
ical intolerance is one of the most pressing problems fac-
ing the world today. As cultures have come into closer
interaction with each other over the last century (through
globalization and emigration), clashes have often resulted.
Tolerance is one of the few viable solutions to the tensions
and conflict brought about by multiculturalism and polit-
ical heterogeneity; tolerance is an essential endorphin of a
democratic body politic. Is tolerance an issue of great prac-
tical import? Certainly Muslims in the United States, Arabs
in France, Chechens in Russia, and Communists, Jews,
and atheists throughout the world—to name just a few—
would undoubtedly answer a resounding “yes!”

With so much research effort devoted toward under-
standing intolerance one might suppose that few impor-
tant questions remain unanswered. In fact, that is decidedly
not so. As studies have accumulated, at least five notable
conundrums have emerged. These are all crucially impor-
tant theoretical and empirical questions, and, until progress
is made on solving these puzzles, it is unlikely that a better
understanding of (and hence means of controlling)
intolerance will emerge. In short, the pressing enigmas of
intolerance are:
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» Threat as an Unexplained Variable: The single most
important predictor of intolerance—perceptions of
the threat posed by one’s political enemies—is an
unexplained variable in nearly all studies of intoler-
ance. Thus, the key determinant of intolerance is itself
poorly understood. Despite several concentrated
research efforts, we simply know very little about why
some people are more threatened by their foes while
others are less threatened. Without understanding
the causes of this cardinal determinant of intoler-
ance, it is unclear how more tolerance can be created.

o The Multidimensionality of Threat Perceptions: Per-
haps one reason why variation in threat perceptions
cannot be explained is that threat turns out to be a
multdimensional concept. At a minimum, a crucial
distinction exists between sociotropic threat—threats
to the collective and its identity and ideology—and
egocentric threat—direct personal threat. And per-
haps counter-intuitively, personalized threat percep-
tions are not the most efficacious determinants of
intolerance. Instead, those who see threats to their
“way of life” —not their personal safety—often tend
to be the most intolerant. Thus, support for political
repression does not require that individuals perceive
themselves as directly endangered.

o The Independence of Social and Political Intolerance: A
less well-known but equally significant puzzle lies in
the finding that social intolerance (prejudice in par-
ticular) and political intolerance are 7ot necessarily
closely connected. The conventional expectation that
both are grounded in strong personality attributes
(such as authoritarianism) has been challenged in at
least two diverse research settings. No theory to date
has propounded a differentiated explanation of the
origins of social and political intolerance, and thus
no unified theory of the etiology of intolerance exists.

* Measuring Intolerance: One might add to this list grow-
ing concern over the measurement of intolerance.
Since Sullivan, Piereson, and Marcus first developed
the so-called least-liked measurement technology,10
various scholars have expressed reservations about both
the validity and reliability of the data produced by
the questions. More recently, a provocative thesis has
been asserted by Mondak and Sanders,!" who con-
tend that tolerance is essentially dichotomous, not con-
tinuous. These measurement issues threaten to unravel
further the progress that has been made to date in
understanding intolerance.

o The Asymmetry of Tolerance and Intolerance: Finally,
although it seems natural to treat intolerance and
tolerance as opposite endpoints on a single, unidi-
mensional continuum, in fact evidence is accumulat-
ing to suggest that these two attitudes differ in ways
that have numerous important consequences for psy-
chometrics and real politics. Unfortunately, it appears
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from extant research that intolerance is a potent
attitude, while tolerance is a weakling. Intolerant atti-
tudes therefore have more substantial political con-
sequences than tolerant attitudes. More research is
necessary to understand how tolerance and intoler-
ance are connected to various other attitudes toward
democracy and majority and minority rights.

The fifty-year anniversary of Stouffer’s pathbreaking
study presents a propitious opportunity for a review of
progress in the study of political intolerance.'” Indeed,
this milepost stimulates us to both look backwards and to
assess the progress that has been made in understanding
intolerance, and to look forward and develop a research
agenda for major new attacks on the crucial unanswered
questions in the field. That is precisely the objective of
this article. I begin with a theoretical explication of the
contemporary meaning of political tolerance.

Preliminaries: A Minimalist Approach
to Tolerance and Democratic Theory

Previous scholars have devoted a great deal of thought to
conceptualizing political intolerance,'® and by now the
basic contours of the concept are well understood. 70 to/-
erate is to allow."* But as simple as this seems, a host of
bothersome issues surrounds the conceptualization of polit-
ical tolerance. To tolerate is to allow, but thorny questions
arise when we try to specify what should be allowed, by
whom, and under what circumstances.

A widely accepted definition of political tolerance asserts
that tolerance requires putting up with that with which
one disagrees."” Crucial to this definition is the so-called
objection precondition—one cannot tolerate (i.e., the word
does not apply) ideas of which one approves. Political
tolerance is forbearance; it is the restraint of the urge to
repress one’s political enemies. Democrats cannot tolerate
Democrats, but they may or may not tolerate Commu-
nists. Political tolerance, then, refers to allowing political
activity (considered below) by one’s political enemies.

But what exactly must the tolerant allow? Obviously,
every society places some legitimate limits on the kinds of
political activities in which groups can engage. Few would
claim that tolerance requires putting up with terrorism or
other acts of political violence. Nonetheless, there is a
wide range of other actions, short of those that are gener-
ally illegal, about which people disagree. The challenging
assignment is to specify a principled position from which
the domain of tolerated behaviors can be derived.

Perhaps democratic theory can provide some guidance
here. When empirical theorists speak of tolerance, they
mean in most instances “political” tolerance. More specif-
ically, they mean “democratic political tolerance,” or to
be even more precise, “liberal democratic political tol-
erance.” That is, most understandings of tolerance are
derived primarily from theories of liberal democracy. The



key defining characteristic of a liberal democracy is that
all political movements have institutionalized opportuni-
ties to compete for political power, that is, to try to become
a political majority. Democracy is therefore a system that
must grant unimpaired opportunities for all full citizens
to

1. formulate their preferences.

2. signify their preferences to their fellow citizens and
the government by individual and collective action.

3. have their preferences weighed equally in the con-
duct of the government, that is, weighted with no
discrimination because of the content or source of
the preference.'®

Unless all political interests have an opportunity to per-
suade the majority, the marketplace of ideas is con-
strained, and competition among ideas cannot flourish.
Without such competition, citizens may be denied the
opportunity to support the political movements of their
choice, political freedom may be lost, and democratic
accountability may be undermined. Thus, the activities
that must be tolerated in a liberal democracy are, at
a minimum, those involving political competition—
organizing, taking one’s message to the people, competing
in elections, etc. Why must these activities be tolerated?
Because they make democracy work.

Finally, there is the matter of context. Few democratic
theorists would deny to the state some rights to regulate
the circumstances within which political views are ex-
pressed. Considerations of public safety and convenience
are relevant—it seems quite legitimate not to close free-
ways so that groups can demonstrate. Yet invariably states
attempt to quash freedom under the guise of regulation,
and the threat of a disorderly reaction from onlookers at
demonstrations is often used to justify the prohibition of
marches.!” Democracies require that any restrictions upon
political expressions be applied equally to all political
points-of-view, and that such restrictions be reasonable (as
judged by an impartial arbiter).

One other theoretical issue requires consideration.
Although this understanding of tolerance is heavily molded
by democratic theory, it does not eguate democracy and
tolerance. A reasonable hypothesis is that as political tol-
erance increases, the likelihood of successful democracy
increases. But the relationship may not be entirely lin-
ear.'® At very high levels of tolerance, for instance, an
increment in tolerance may not produce an increment in
democracy, and indeed some even believe that at extreme
levels (allowing all activities, by every conceivable idea),
tolerance can undermine democracy."” From the perspec-
tive of empirical research on mass political intolerance, it
is not necessary to enter that debate since most countries
are in no danger whatsoever of approaching extreme levels
of tolerance!* I simply stipulate that tolerance and democ-
racy are not the same thing, and hypothesize that under

most, but perhaps not all, circumstances, tolerance con-
tributes to democratic government.

Thus, tolerance means putting up with that with which
one disagrees. It means allowing one’s political enemies to
compete openly for political power. A tolerant citizen is
one who would not support unreasonable or discrimina-
tory governmental restrictions on the rights of groups to
participate in politics.

The consequences of political intolerance

Does political intolerance actually matter? Undoubtedly,
there are chapters of American political history in which
mass political intolerance was focused and therefore became
pernicious. For instance, one understanding of the out-
break of repression associated with Senator Joe McCarthy
goes as follows.”' The mass public was highly threatened
by the rising power of Communism, as symbolized by the
war in Korea, the successful acquisition of the hydrogen
bomb by the Soviet Union, and the vocal and strident
demands from the domestic left-wing. These fears gave
rise to intolerance of nonconformity in general and Com-
munists and their “fellow-travelers” in particular. This in-
tolerance provided an incentive for political elites to
implement schemes of political repression; political capi-
tal could be earned by mobilizing popular fears. Thus, the
United States entered one of the most repressive periods
of its history, annihilating nonconformists, and produc-
ing the “Silent Generation” of the 1950s. In some sense
public preferences may not have directly “caused” repres-
sive public policy, but the intolerance of the mass public
certainly made it possible for political entrepreneurs to
mobilize and profit from these anti-democratic attitudes.

Many believe that intolerance in the United States grew
after the attack of September 11, 2001.%* Public fear and
anxiety rose to an alarming level, consequently provok-
ing a public policy response that seriously constrained the
civil liberties of many Americans. It is important to note
that the level of restraint on individual liberty has 7oz
approached that produced under McCarthyism, but it is
also unquestionable that, in the wake of 9/11, the Amer-
ican government decided it wise to trade a bit of individ-
ual liberty for greater public security, and most Americans
support or do not oppose this strategy.> Whether intol-
erance can continue to be constrained in the future is at
present uncertain (but certainly a question worthy of addi-
tional research).

Political intolerance can also provide the underpinning
for a culture of conformity. I, for instance, have argued
that perhaps the most pernicious effects of political intol-
erance are felt in the ways citizens repress each other, rather
than in the way citizen-backed public policy limits polit-
ical expression and political freedom.>* If intolerance
creates a culture of conformity?, then citizens are un-
likely to adopt the attitudes toward political participation,
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disagreement, and political competition that are so ben-
eficial for democratic politics.”® Mutz?” has demonstrated
just how groups (social networks) influence political intol-
erance, arguing that tolerance is best served by crosscut-
ting exposure to conflicting ideas. Democracy requires
respect for broad political debate and competition; if cit-
izens demand conformity from each other, then such debate
is unlikely. A growing body of research thus argues that
the most dangerous consequences of intolerance are felt
through the culture of a polity, not necessarily through its
public policy.

Summary

In fifty years of research, much has been learned about the
causes and consequences of intolerance. We know that
intolerance is an ever-present threat to democratic poli-
tics, and that creating more tolerant citizens and societies
is therefore a project of utmost importance to democrats.
Buct although extant research on political intolerance has
made some headway in understanding the causes and con-
sequences of intolerance, several pressing conundrums
remain. | turn next to these conundrums.

Five Tolerance Enigmas
Threat as an unexplained variable

In what is indisputably the most important post-Stouffer
study of intolerance in the United States, Sullivan, Piere-
son, and Marcus?® developed the model depicted in Fig-
ure 1 to account for variability in political intolerance.*’
Tolerance stems from three primary sources. First, those
who are more threatened by their political enemies are less
likely to tolerate them.*® Second, tolerance is typically
connected to a larger set of beliefs about democratic insti-
tutions and processes. Those who believe in the basic insti-
tutions of majority rule, with institutionalized protections
of minority rights, are more likely to tolerate even their
most hated political enemies.>! Finally, psychological inse-

Figure 1
The Conventional, Cross-Sectional Model of the
Origins of Political Tolerance

Support for Democratic
Institutions & Processes

Political
Tolerance

Psychological . >
Insecurity

Perceptions of
Group Threat
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curity contributes directly to intolerance.’® Those who are
insecure tolerate less, and 70z because they are more threat-
ened by their enemies (i.e., the effect is direct, and is not
mediated through threat perceptions). These three vari-
ables provide a simple yet powerful explanation of politi-
cal tolerance.

An obvious hypothesis is that those who are more psy-
chologically insecure—and in particular those more will-
ing to strictly divide the world into friends and foes (the
definition of dogmatism??)—are more likely to perceive
group threats. Despite the compelling logic arguing that
threat perceptions should be grounded in personality
attributes, in fact little empirical evidence of this has been
discovered. For instance, based on a three-wave Russian
panel survey, I found that threat perceptions are entirely
independent of both support for democratic institutions
and processes,”* and, even more surprisingly, psychologi-
cal insecurity.*> A few projects have been able to link threat
perceptions to factors such as social identities°, personal-
ity structures>’, and perceptions of social stress S, but no
existing research provides anything remotely resembling a
comprehensive empirical explanation of variation in per-
ceived group threat.

Thus, the first major objective of future research on
political intolerance should be to launch a new attack on
explaining the variance in perceived threat. Several ave-
nues seem potentially fruitful, ranging from developing
better and additional measures of personality attributes®’
to investigating the etiology of various dimensions of threat
perception independently.“’ Researchers typically distin-
guish between sociotropic and egocentric threat percep-
tions (see the next section); it may be that sociotropic
threat perceptions are grounded in (or associated with)
feelings of nationalism or patriotism, whereas egocentric
threat perceptions are more personality based.*! Surpris-
ingly, this hypothesis has never been subjected to system-
atic investigation. It should be. Unless we understand better
where threat perceptions originate, means of ameliorating
threat cannot be identified and developed.

The multidimensionality of threat perceptions
Convincing evidence that threat perceptions are not uni-
dimensional has recently emerged, and several scholars
now distinguish between sociotropic and egocentric per-
ceptions of group threat.*? For instance, I report that a
set of threat perception measures is actually #ree dimen-
sional, with factors defined by sociotropic and egocentric
threat perceptions and a third factor (largely orthogonal)
representing the perceived power of the group.*® The
conventional view that threat perceptions can be repre-
sented by a unidimensional continuum no longer seems
tenable.

Moreover, sociotropic threat perceptions have more pow-
erful consequences for intolerance than egocentric threat, 44



a finding that reveals something about the nature of
intolerance. Political intolerance is a social, not individ-
ual, attitude. It refers to what people think their political
system ought to do about political nonconformists. Intol-
erance increases not necessarily when people feel their own
security is at risk, but rather when they perceive a threat to
the larger system or group (or normative community) of
which they are a part.

An associated paradox is that perceptions of group power
(or potential for power) have virtually no consequences
for political intolerance.“® One might have expected that
intolerance would grow as the perceived efficacy of the
hated group rises, but no evidence of such a relationship
has to date been unearthed.

The original threat items were constructed without
making an explicit distinction between types of threat;
differentiating between sociotropic and egocentric threats
has largely emerged as a result of induction rather than
deduction. Obviously, a group characterization such as
“dangerous to society” is measuring sociotropic threat, as
is “not willing to follow the rules of democracy.” Alter-
natively, a query asking the respondent to assess whether
the group is “likely to affect how well my family and I
live” is tapping egocentric concerns. However, some adjec-
tives are ambiguous (e.g., “unpredictable”), and in gen-
eral little thoughtful consideration has been given to
developing separate egocentric and sociotropic indicators
of group threat.

More generally, little systematic effort to establish the
validity, reliability, and dimensionality of extant measures
of threat perceptions has been conducted. Davis and Sil-
ver, for instance, report that the two types of threat are
correlated in the United States at .44%, which is actually a
fairly strong relationship for survey data. I report a similar
correlation for black South Africans.*® Are the two types
of threat truly distinct, and how might valid and reliable
multiple indicators of each type of threat be created? More-
over, do different types of threat have different neurolog-
ical representations, as some have suggested?49 Many basic
questions about the nature of threat perceptions remain
unanswered.

Other frailties afflict the conventional indicators of per-
ceived group threat. For instance, most studies measure
threat perceptions using seven-point semantic differential
scales (e.g., respondents might be asked to rate the group’s
power on a seven-point scale ranging from “powerful” to
“powerless”). Since the threat questions are asked of an
extremely disliked political group (by definition, given the
least-liked technology), it should not be surprising that a
majority of respondents—for some items, an extraordi-
nary majority—selects the most extreme point on the scale.
This produces skewness and degenerate variance, which
no doubt have undesirable statistical consequences. There-
fore, the response sets for the threat scales are also in need
of reconstruction and recalibration.

Thus, one major focus of future research on intolerance
should be to develop and test new indicators of sociotropic
and egocentric threat perceptions, as well as to explore more
thoroughly perceptions of the power (and power potential)
of hated political enemies.’® With independently con-
structed, multiple indicator measures of all aspects of group
threat it should be possible to investigate more thoroughly
the connection between egocentric and sociotropic threat
perceptions, and to determine how and why each relates to
political intolerance. Experimental work might also be
designed to force orthogonality on sociotropic and egocen-
tric threat perceptions. The utility of using visual rather than
word-based measures of group threat should also be explored.
In sum, the field would profit from redoubling its efforts to
reconceptualize and measure all relevantaspects of the threat
perceived from one’s political enemies.

The independence of social and political intolerance

In the original work of Sullivan, Piereson, and Marcus’!,

an important but a little-noticed finding was presented to
the effect that prejudice toward a group and intolerance of
political activity by the group are distinct. This finding is
certainly compatible with the marked segregation of schol-
ars studying intergroup prejudice and political tolerance.
To a truly remarkable degree, those who study intergroup
prejudice and those who work on political intolerance
rarely intersect.

Many scholars presume that prejudice and intolerance
fit hand in glove. For instance, Stenner makes this assump-
tion explicitly. She asserts: “This work began with the
conviction that racial, political and moral intolerance, not-
mally studied in isolation, are really kindred spirits: pri-
marily driven by the same fundamental predispositions,
fueled by the same motives, exacerbated by the same
fears.”* Yet, to date, only partial and inconclusive data
have been produced specifically documenting that politi-
cal intolerance (especially as measured by the least-liked
technology) and intergroup prejudice are intercorrelated
to any significant degree.

In Overcoming Apartheid: Can Truth Reconcile a Divided
Nation? independent measures of intergroup prejudice and
political intolerance were developed. As Figure 2 depicts,
both of these are multiple indicator constructs.”® Remark-
ably, the correlation between intergroup prejudice and
political intolerance among black South Africans is a puny
.08! And this is despite the fact that both intolerance and
prejudice are measured with high reliability (Cronbach’s
alpha = .75 and .85, respectively) and with considerable
validity as well. Those who would not tolerate political
activity by hated groups are no more or less likely to express
prejudice toward white South Africans. This is a highly
unexpected and puzzling finding.

Are the South African findings idiosyncratic to
South Africa? Available data suggest not. Howard and I
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Figure 2
Political Intolerance and Intergroup Prejudice in South Africa, Black South African, 2001
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Note: The coefficients shown for Intergroup Prejudice and Political Intolerance are factor loadings from independent, unidimensional
Common Factor Analyses. The coefficient connecting these two concepts is a bivariate correlation between the two factor scores
constructed from the factor analyses. The correlation of the mean of the nine Intergroup Prejudice items and the mean of the six
Political Intolerance items is .09, which indicates that the substantive conclusion is stable across different measurement
methodologies.

Intergroup prejudice is measured with the following statements.
| find it difficult to understand the customs and ways of [the opposite racial group].
It is hard to imagine ever being friends with a [the opposite racial group].
More than most groups, [the opposite racial group] are likely to engage in crime.
[The opposite racial group] are untrustworthy.
[The opposite racial group] are selfish, and only look after the interests of their group.
| feel uncomfortable when | am around a group of [the opposite racial group].
| often don’t believe what [the opposite racial group] say to me.
South Africa would be a better place if there were no [the opposite racial group] in the country.
| could never imagine being part of a political party made up mainly of [the opposite racial group].

Political intolerance was measured with reference to the most disliked and another highly disliked political group.

Members of the [THE GROUP] should be prohibited from standing as a candidate for an elected position.
Members of the [THE GROUP] should be allowed to hold street demonstrations in your community.
[THE GROUP] should be officially banned in your community.

investigated anti-Jewish prejudice in Russia based on data  findings from both South Africa and Russia present major
from a survey in 2000.>* Both political intolerance and ~ mysteries for those who seek a general theory of prejudice

anti-Jewish prejudice (stereotypes, scapegoating, etc.) were  and intolerance.

measured. As Figure 3 depicts, the correlation between Investigating further the relationship between preju-
prejudice and political intolerance is .03!>> This too is a  dice and intolerance should be one of the most important
remarkable and quite unforeseen finding. tasks of future research if it is to be established that these

Why are social and political intolerance so weakly con-  Russian and South African results are not anomalies. To

nected in these two analyses? One answer may have to do begin, measures of social intolerance (prejudice, social dis-
with measurement: The political tolerance items assure tance) for the groups identified in the least-liked ques-
that all respondents are reacting to a highly disliked polit-  tions should be developed. This will allow the assessment
ical enemy (through the least-liked technology). Prejudice  of whether the types of intolerance are related, based upon
researchers, on the other hand, typically preselect a group  social and political questions asked about exactly the same
(as in the items asking about Jews) and therefore ques-  group.

tions are asked of at least some respondents who hold no Future research should also extend the least-liked logic
animus whatsoever toward the group.56 Nonetheless, these to ethnic groups, asking the respondents to identify the
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Figure 3

Political Intolerance and Intergroup Prejudice in Russia, 2000
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Note: The coefficients shown for Anti-Jewish Prejudice and Political Intolerance are factor loadings from independent,
unidimensional Common Factor Analyses. The coefficient connecting these two concepts is a bivariate correlation between the two
factor scores constructed from the factor analyses. The correlation of the mean of the nine Anti-Jewish Prejudice items and the
mean of the six Political Intolerance items is —.05, which indicates that the substantive conclusion is stable across different

measurement methodologies.

The anti-Jewish propositions read:
It would be better if every Jew would leave our country.
Jews deserve to be punished because they killed Christ.

Jews are more responsible than others for the problems that stand before our country today.
When it comes to choosing between people and money, Jews will choose money.

Political intolerance was measured with reference to the most disliked and another highly disliked political group.

Members of [THIS GROUP] should be allowed to make public speeches in your town (village).
Members of [THIS GROUP] should be allowed to have street rallies in your town (village).
Members of [THIS GROUP] should be officially banned in your town (village).

ethnic group they dislike the most. Both social and polit-
ical intolerance questions can then be asked about this
group. This strategy would also allow the assessment of
the relationship between the two types of intolerance.

Of course, with better (and more direct) measures of
the personality attributes of the respondents, researchers
may well discover a common origin to both types of
intolerance.

Experimental vignettes®” that manipulate both type of
group (e.g., political versus ethnic) and type of threat (e.g.,
sociotropic versus egocentric) would also constitute an
important avenue of research since they would allow the
investigation of the causal nexus between these factors
and intolerance.”® Respondents might also be queried in
open-ended questions about any apparent inconsistencies
between their social and political intolerance.

My own view is that expressing prejudice toward one’s
political enemies is simply not a precondition for political
intolerance. What groups stand for is a sociotropic factor,
which is quite different from the perceived characteristics

of the individual members of the group. For many, it is not
necessary to ascribe a series of negative stereotypes to those
with whom political disagreements are severe.”? It is there-
fore important not to assume that intolerance and preju-
dice are necessarily cut from the same cloth, and to investigate
the relationship carefully in future empirical research.

Measuring intolerance

The least-liked measurement technology introduced by
Sullivan, Piereson, and Marcus has been a major contri-
bution to the study of intolerance. Nonetheless, many
have expressed unease with this approach to measuring
intolerance®, and it is perhaps extraordinary that we know
so little about the psychometric properties of this domi-
nant approach to collecting data on intolerance.

The least-liked measurement approach ensures that all
respondents are reacting toward their most disliked polit-
ical enemy, and therefore measures intolerance at the
extreme in the sense that the group asked about is as dis-
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tant from the respondent as possible. The least-liked group
is obviously a strong stimulus, but is useful for many polit-
ical and analytical purposes.

Buc it is also important to know something about the
“breadth” of intolerance, by which I mean the range of
differences in ideas that is not tolerated. Perhaps many
people can name a particular group/idea that they find
uniquely offensive (in the twentieth century context, Nazis,
for instance), and owing to the extraordinary nature of the
group or idea, they would not tolerate it. At the same
time, however, the category of not-tolerated-ideas or groups
is limited to this most extreme instance.

Other citizens express intolerance for their most disliked
group, butare also willing not to tolerate many other groups
thatare disliked less than the most disliked. This gives these
citizens a broad range of groups, perhaps covering a con-
siderable expanse of ideological territory, that they will not
put up with. Most Americans in the 1950s would not tol-
erate political activity by Communists; but most also would
not tolerate political activity by socialists, atheists, and even
“integrationists.”® The “breadth” of intolerance signifies
the minimum amount of antipathy that must exist before a
respondentis willing not to tolerate. Unfortunately, we know
litcle about the breadth of intolerance of individuals or coun-
tries throughout the world.%?

A widely used alternative approach to measuring intol-
erance in the United States is to ask questions about groups
or ideas pre-specified by the researcher.®® Obviously, in
the 1950s, Stouffer had a pretty good idea about what
groups were likely to be the targets of intolerance. Today
(and since the early 1970s), the GSS version of the Stouffer
questions has asked about five groups (including Commu-
nists) and three activities, for a total of 15 individual ques-
tions. Although protecting a time series is one justification
for asking the same questions over and over in surveys, it
seems likely that the political relevance of the GSS groups
needs to be seriously reconsidered.

Because the GSS continues to churn out data on intol-
erance based on the Stouffer measurement approach, schol-
ars continue to do the best they can in using these data to
understand intolerance in the United States. A recent exam-
ple is the work by Mondak and Sanders.®* This important
paper raises some very serious issues of measurement.

Mondak and Sanders believe that “the question of roler-
ance versus intolerance is inberently dichotomous, not contin-
uous.”® What they mean by this is that some people will
tolerate virtually anything by anybody, whereas the rest of
the population is intolerant to at least some degree (even if
it varies in both the breadth and depth of intolerance).
Though theirs is a theoretically grounded argument, its
empirical component has to do with the fact that about 18
percent of the GSS respondents give tolerant responses to
all of the 15 Stouffer items included in the General Social
Survey. Also crucial here is the argument that the five groups
about which the GSS asks are sufficiently varied that virtu-
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ally everyone in the survey is provided an opportunity to
express some of her or his intolerance, if in fact it exists.

Unfortunately, Mondak and Sanders conflate the theo-
retical and empirical issues involved in measuring intoler-
ance. Undoubtedly, highly realistic and relevant questions
could be devised that would stimulate the 18 percent they
identified as “inherently tolerant” to give an intolerant
response (in the American context, a question about
burning a flag in protest®*—a legal and constitutionally
protected civil liberty—would likely convert a sizable pro-
portion of these respondents to intolerance). Respondents
must also differ in the intensity of their tolerance, despite
the fact that the Stouffer items are measured on a simple
dichotomous response set. Treating both tolerance and
intolerance as continuous is undoubtedly the most fruit-
ful measurement strategy, in part because citizens vary in
the degree to which they are willing to allow full (versus
some or none) rights of political contestation to ideas they
detest (or dislike to a certain degree).67

An obvious implication of this discussion is that an
effort must be made to unpack the “clumpiness” in the
tolerance/intolerance continuum, at both ends of the con-
tinuum (e.g., among the tolerant in the United States,
among the intolerant in Russia and South Africa). Thus,
surveys might include questions designed to measure “how
far the respondent will go.” Those giving perfectly intol-
erant responses should be queried about whether there
any limits to the repression of members of the disliked
group; those expressing perfect tolerance should be ques-
tioned about whether there any limits to the activities to
be permitted for the hated political groups.®® With this
methodology, it is obviously simple to ascertain whether
the respondents who are perfectly tolerant according to
the 15 Stouffer items in fact express any intolerance when
confronted with questions addressing their most disliked
political enemies. In this fashion, it would be possible to
assess whether there is utility to treating people simply as
either tolerant or intolerant.®’

Thus, measurement issues continue to bedevil the field.
Perhaps the research question that is least interesting (but
not entirely uninteresting) is whether people will tolerate
political activity by the group they hate more than any
other they can imagine. Instead, the breadth of their intol-
erance is a more politically relevant question, since know-
ing the breadth will tell us something about the range of
differences of opinions that are considered legitimate in a
society. Specifying the border between disliked ideas that
are tolerated and disliked ideas that are not remains a
pressing task for our measures of political intolerance.

The asymmetry of tolerance and intolerance

The final, and in some respects the most disconcerting,
enigma has to do with the differing psychometric proper-
ties of tolerance and intolerance. Some important evidence



suggests that tolerance and intolerance may have a number
of different political and psychological characteristics.
Though it is common to treat tolerance and intolerance as
simply the opposite poles of a continuum, research has shown
that these two attitudes may be constructed differently and
have quite disparate consequences for political action.

For instance, I and others”® have shown that tolerance
and intolerance differ in their pliabilicy—the tolerant can
be more readily persuaded to abandon their tolerance than
can the intolerant be convinced to become tolerant.”! This
finding has been replicated in both South Africa’” and the
United States.”® The susceptibility of tolerance to being
trumped by other values is apparently high since demo-
cratic belief systems (within which tolerance is embedded)
often contain values that conflict. For instance, the desire
to protect innocent and weak groups from slander may over-
ride a commitment to free speech for all political ideas.”
Unfortunately, research to date has not been very success-
ful in identifying ideas and arguments that might convert
the intolerant into embracing political tolerance.

A second, and undoubtedly related, component of this
asymmetry has to do with consequences for political action.
Again unfortunately for those favoring a more tolerant
world, intolerance has stronger behavioral consequences
than does tolerance. That is, those who are intolerant are
more likely than the tolerant to act on the basis of their
attitudes.”> The action advantage of intolerance is not
merely a function of the greater intensity of intolerance
(which has also been shown under a variety of circum-
stances), but it seems instead to be related to the internal
consistency of the ideology of intolerance, in contrast to
the internal dissonance of tolerance.

The picture that emerges from extant research is thus,
that intolerance is an attitude more strongly held, with
fewer sources of internal discord, and with greater behav-
ioral potential. In contrast, tolerance is typically only weakly
embraced, is readily malleable, and political action is less
likely to flow from tolerance. Although tolerance and intol-
erance must obviously be cut from the same attitudinal
cloth, these different attributes result in considerably greater
pernicious potential for intolerance.

The empirical findings described here are much in need
of additional thought and research. Because the conven-
tional view is that intolerance and tolerance are merely polar
opposites on an unidimensional continuum, researchers have
not paid enough attention to the hypothesis of asymmetry.
Given the practical importance of these findings—we know
how to create intolerance out of tolerance, but not vice
versa—further research into the psychodynamics of intol-
erance should receive high priority.

Concluding Comments

Whether heterogeneous societies can live peacefully and
democratically together is a question of immense practical

importance throughout the world today. By what mecha-
nisms can Catholics and Protestants be induced to live
together in peace in Northern Ireland; will Israelis and
Palestinians ever peacefully coexist; will the uneasy truce
in the former Yugoslavia ever be converted to true toler-
ance; and can those who were masters and slaves under
apartheid tolerate each other and create a multiracial dem-
ocratic political system? Intolerance not only threatens
established democratic systems, but it also makes demo-
cratic transitions arduous by undermining the consolida-
tion of democracy (as in so-called i//iberal democracies),
especially in multicultural polities. If even partial answers
to these questions can be discovered through additional
research, the United States and the rest of the world could
well become more peaceful and democratic.

In the 50 years since Stouffer’s groundbreaking survey
on political intolerance a number of urgent intellectual
puzzles have emerged. Consider the pivotal issue of the
unpredictability of threat perceptions: Are threat percep-
tions unpredictable owing to unanticipated attributes of
the least-liked measurement technology (and especially
the vast heterogeneity of the groups identified by the mea-
sure)? Are threat perceptions capricious because they are
multdimensional, rendering any simple, single-minded
theory impotent? Why are not threat perceptions grounded
in personality attributes; how can it be that those who are
psychologically insecure are not more threatened by their
political enemies? Perhaps most important, how can threat
perceptions be managed or changed? If we do not know
what causes threat perceptions, then obviously few tools
are available for ameliorating perceptions of group threat,
which is crucial since threat is the single best predictor of
political intolerance.”®

The focus of this article has been on the major enigmas
of intolerance research. With this emphasis, I do not mean
to suggest that only these research questions are worthy of
the concerted attention of the field. Many important issues
and problems remained under-investigated. For instance,
the role of context needs to be better understood, espe-
cially the way in which citizens form their subjective per-
ceptions of objective characteristics of civil liberties dispuctes.
This is important because perceptions of threat may not
actually be grounded in reality, in the actions of dissident
groups.”” Cross-national research on the role of context in
shaping tolerance perceptions and judgment is especially
necessary.”® Many of these processes differ greatly depend-
ing upon the length of time that effective democracy has
been in place, and in the degree to which citizens trust
their political institutions to advance civil liberties for all.
Further, we know little about how citizens acquire their
initial tolerance, and especially the role of education in
creating tolerance among adolescents (for example, the
role of the Teaching Tolerance program of the Southern
Poverty Law Center, on which no systematic evaluation
has ever been published) and adults.”® Further, the role of
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political participation in contributing to (or detracting
from) political intolerance requires additional attention,
as does the whole question of social learning and the con-
ditions under which tolerance can be taught.®® Finally,
the role of elites in processes of tolerance and political
repression requires further consideration. Stouffer’s origi-
nal research raises a host of interesting research questions
about which we still disagree, as for instance, on the ques-
tion of whether elites can be relied upon to be the “carriers
of the democratic creed” (although the question is prob-
ably better framed as “under what conditions do elites
fulfill this role”). By singling out these five enigmas I do
not mean to suggest that a host of other research should
not be pursued.

Nonetheless, it is important that research on political
intolerance move forward to address the pressing enigmas
identified in this article. Answering the scientific ques-
tions is essential if a viable and comprehensive theory of
the causes and consequences of intolerance is to be pro-
duced. Answering the policy questions ranks among the
most pressing for a world of growing, and more perni-
cious, political intolerance.
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in 2004, we asked the respondents who gave three
intolerant responses with regard to their least-liked
group (34.3 percent) whether they would support
permanently expelling members of the group from
the country. This question differentiates further
those scoring as most intolerant on the traditional
index (and it consumes very little interview time). A
little more than one-half of those giving three intol-
erant responses to the primary question also wanted
to expel the group from South Africa.

A related issue has to do with the role of contexts
and situations in making tolerance judgments.
Mondak and Sanders (2003b) argue that particular
contexts are highly influential on Americans, while
Gibson and Gouws (2003) found that context had
virtually no influence at all on the tolerance judg-
ments of South Africans. These contradictory
findings could be addressed by developing a contex-
tualized vignette (since even Mondak and Sanders
would not contend that the Stouffer items present
the best means of addressing the hypothesis that
circumstances matter). With both the Stouffer data
and the vignette, the role of context could be thor-
oughly addressed.

Gibson 1998. See, for examples, Peffley, Knigge, and
Hurwitz 2001, Sniderman et al. 1996, Marcus et al.
1995, and Kuklinski et al. 1991.

For instance, based on the Sober Second Thought
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intolerance counter-arguments. Other research
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Gibson and Gouws 2003.

Gibson 1996.
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trumped is legislation and policy against so-called
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Gibson and Bingham 1985, and Marcus et al. 1995,
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is one that is poorly understood. For instance, Gib-
son and Howard (forthcoming) argue that, although
various elites made anti-Semitic appeals to the Rus-
sian people during the 1990s, these appeals did not
resonate, in part because it was simply implausible
to blame Jews for the many problems of Russia. The
conditions under which charges becomes plausible,
however, are very poorly understood by political
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See, for example, Gibson and Gouws 2003.

As in the outstanding initial efforts of Peffley and
Rohrschneider 2003.



79 Finkel 2002.

80 Stouffer 1955 was optimistic that the U.S. would
become a more tolerant country, based in part on
the role of education in creating tolerance and in the
connection between youth and political tolerance.
This question of change, however, has itself become
controversial, as in the Sullivan, Piereson, and Mar-
cus (1982) critique of the Stouffer projections. See
also Mondak and Sanders 2003a.
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