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Just don’t talk 

politics.

(now, who wants coffee?)



Are you biased?

Of Course.

We all are.



“[T]here are known knowns; there are things 

we know we know.

We also know there are known unknowns; 

that is to say we know there are some things 

we do not know.

But there are also unknown unknowns –the 

ones we don't know we don't know.”

—Former United States Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld



Known Biases

Partisanship



Partisan biases

¸Source selection

¸Source credibility

OR



The 

Drunkard’s 

Search



Unknown Biases

Confirmation Bias 



Confirmation Bias

¸The “tendency to search for or interpret 

information in a way that confirms one's 

preconceptions, [often] leading to statistical 

errors.”  (ScienceDaily)

¸We tend to search for information, that is –

“hypothesize” –in ways that will confirm our 

beliefs

¸People look for consequences they would 

expect if their beliefs were true



1) Preconceptions 

and Beliefs

2) Search for 

sources that 

confirm those 

beliefs

3) Increased credibility of those 

sources because they confirmed 

what you “knew was true”

4) Strengthened beliefs 

because they were 

confirmed by a “credible” 

source



But if I’m just confirming 

what’s right, why does it 

matter?

I couldn’t possibly have any 

inaccurate beliefs, could I?



World Public Opinion 

Survey of 

Misinformation in the 

2010 Election (Nov 2010)

WORLDPUBLICOPINION.ORG IS A PROJECT MANAGED 

BY THE PROGRAM ON INTERNATIONAL POLICY 

ATTITUDES AT THE UNIVERSITY OF MARYLAND

Noted SEVERAL instances of partisans consistently 

believing factually incorrect information.











Why do we do that?

¸Why do we see the same thing differently?

¸Why are we prone to see things that aren’t 

there?



It has to do with the way our brain is wired.



Our brain is wired to look for patterns.



Our brain WANTS to find a 

pattern!

¸We instinctually want to categorize things.

¸The emphasis is less on “is this the perfect 

category”

¸The emphasis is MORE on “is this 

dangerous?”

¸If, “yes,” address or flee IMMEDIATELY!

¸If, “no,” place in most likely category and 

move on.



The brain is 

AMAZINGLY quick at all 

of this!

Your brain can identify objects 

with fantastic speed.



Let’s try ... Ready?



What was 

it?



Again ... Ready?



What was 

it?



Again ... Ready?



What was 

it?



One more time ... Ready?



What was 

it?



It’s not just pictures.

It works with words as well.  

You’d be amazed at how fast you 

can read.



Let’s try ... Ready?

bed



What was 

it?

bed



It even works with 

multiple words. 

Let’s try a two 

word phrase.



Let’s try ... Ready?



What was 

it?



Is it ..... THE CHT

OR ...... TAE CAT



We look for familiar 

patterns

If it is familiar and seems logical 

(or fits with our expectations) we 

tend to not critically analyze it.



This happens in politics, too

¸ In January 2001, President-Elect Bush held a “thank 

you” dinner for 1000+ volunteers who had worked 

so hard through the recount.

¸ He went around the tables shaking hands and 

thanking people individually.  One woman 

mentioned her Christian faith when she spoke to 

Bush and as Bush turned to shake hands with her 

16 year old son, he said conversationally, “And 

you’re a believer, too?”

¸ The boy replied that he didn’t think so.



Bush’s Thank You Dinner

¸Bush then asked the boy, “Do you mind if I 

tell you how I came to know Christ as my 

savior?”

¸ The boy agreed and Bush put his campaign 

glad-handing on hold, pulled up a chair, and 

witnessed to the boy for 30 minutes.



Bush’s Thank You Dinner

¸The only problem is: it isn’t true.

¸None of it ... Not even the existence of the 

dinner!

¸So why were folks ready to believe it?

¸ For Bush supporters, it fit the pattern of their 

preconceptions about George W. Bush



Bush’s IQ

¸ Starting in 2001, a report from the Lovenstein 

Institute in Scranton, Pennsylvania began circulating 

about analysis that was done on the IQs of 

presidents over the past 50 years.

¸ The analysis was based on scholarly achievements, 

personal writings, ability to speak with clarity, and 

several other psychological factors which were then 

scored in the Swanson/Crain system of intelligence 

ranking.  The results were accurate to within 5 

percentage points.



Bush’s IQ

¸Bush scored the lowest

¸The only problem is: none of it’s true.

¸There is no “Lovenstein Institute”

¸ This research was never done, nor would it 

be accurate using the described methods

¸So why were folks ready to believe it?

¸ For Bush opponents, it fit the pattern of their 

preconceptions about George W. Bush



Partisan Happiness

¸So hearing positive things –true or not –

about “our guy” makes us happy

¸And hearing negative things –true or not –

about “the other guy” makes us happy

¸Presumably, hearing bad things about “our 

guy” would make us unhappy

¸ ..... not so fast.



Reason and Emotion 

in Political Judgment

Psychologists and 

neuroscientists put partisans in 

an fMRI machine to study 

judgment during the 2004 

presidential election



The Experiment

¸Subjects were placed in an fMRI machine

¸ They were then shown a statement from 

Bush, Kerry, or a neutral person (e.g. Tom 

Hanks)

¸Next, they were shown a contradictory 

statement or action by that person

¸ Then they were asked to consider whether 

that person’s “statements and actions are 

inconsistent with each other”



The Experiment

¸Subjects then rated the degree to which the 

person’s words and deeds were inconsistent

¸Next, they were shown an exculpatory 

statement that “explained away” the 

inconsistency

¸ The were now asked to consider whether the 

“statements and actions are not quite as 

inconsistent as they first appeared”





Example

¸ Initial statement: “I think my days in journalism 

are over. I’ve had a wonderful, full life, but when 

it’s time to retire, it’s time to retire. And it’s my 

time to retire” –Walter Cronkite, 1981

¸ Contradictory statement: Twenty one years later, 

Mr. Cronkite hosted a series on CBS

¸ Exculpatory statement: Mr. Cronkite had no 

intention of hosting any further shows, but a 

longtime friend at CBS asked him as a special 

favor to do a retrospective on TV journalism



Kerry Contradiction Example

¸ Initial Statement: During the 1996 campaign, 

Kerry told a Boston Globe reporter that the 

Social Security system should be overhauled. 

He said Congress should consider raising the 

retirement age and means-testing benefits. ‘‘I 

know it’s going to be unpopular,’’ he said. 

‘‘But we have a generational responsibility to 

fix this problem.’’



Kerry Contradiction Example

¸Contradictory statement: This year, on Meet 

the Press, Kerry pledged that he will never 

tax or cut benefits to seniors or raise the age 

for eligibility for Social Security.



Bush Contradiction Example

¸ Initial statement: “Having been here and 

seeing the care that these troops get is 

comforting for me and Laura. We are, should, 

and must provide the best care for anybody 

who is willing to put their life in harm’s way for 

our country.” –President Bush, 2003, visiting 

a Veterans Administration Hospital



Bush Contradiction Example

¸Contradictory statement: Mr. Bush’s visit 

came on the same day that the 

Administration announced its immediate 

cutoff of VA hospital access to approximately 

164,000 veterans.



What did they find?

¸Partisans had no problem seeing the 

contradictions of the opposition candidate, 

ranking their contradictions –on average –

close to 4 on a 4 point scale.

¸However, when ranking the level of 

contradiction of their own candidate, the 

average ranking was closer to 2

¸Democrats and Republicans showed no 

differences in their rankings of neutral figures



Head or Gut?

¸ The fMRI showed that as subjects were 

figuring out how to respond, the part of their 

brain that “lit up” was NOT the part of the 

brain used for reasoning

¸ It was the part of the brain related to 

emotional response

¸Partisans were “thinking with their gut”



Addicted to Politics

¸Once partisans figured out how to excuse the 

contradiction of their candidate, not only did 

the parts of the brain associated with 

negative emotions turn off, but the parts 

associated with positive emotions turned on.



Addicted to Politics

¸“The partisan brain didn’t seem satisfied in 

just feeling better. It worked overtime to feel 

good, activating reward circuits that give 

partisans a jolt of positive reinforcement for 

their biased reasoning.” - Westen



Addicted to Politics

¸“These reward circuits overlap substantially 

with those activated when drug addicts get 

their “fix,” giving new meaning to the term 

political junkie.” - Westen



Addicted to Politics

¸Partisans are happy when they get 

information confirming good things about 

their candidate

¸Partisans are happy when they get 

information confirming bad things about the 

opposition candidate

¸But partisans may be happiest when they are 

reasoning away or justifying their candidate’s 

contradictory statements or actions



Addicted to Politics

¸You can’t win a fact-based argument with 

someone when they get their most 

pleasurable rush from mitigating the evidence 

you’re presenting!

¸ They get more pleasure from telling you why 

your points are wrong than from trying to 

convince you that their points are right!



We even find it hard to interpret facts 

and “think” (e.g. do simple math) 

because of our biases.

¸ 2013 study had individuals look at data from 

a study and interpret the results

¸ The results (which were made up) showed 

either that a skin cream WAS or was NOT 

effective to treat a rash

¸OR that banning handguns in a city DID or 

did NOT decrease crime



Partisanship makes you 

dumber





Refutation of “deficit model”

¸The belief that “if people just had more 

knowledge, or more reasoning ability, then 

they would be better able to come to 

consensus with scientists and experts”

¸NOPE! Stronger partisanship prevents you 

from correctly interpreting and incorporating 

information that goes against your political 

beliefs.



So what’s the point of 

arguing politics!?!

There isn’t one, really ….



So how can you talk 

politics without 

getting mad?

First, don’t talk “politics” with 

members of the opposition, talk 

process



Process, not “politics”

¸Policy –implementation

¸ Legislation –chance and obstacles to 

passage

¸Elections –strategies

¸ Foreign policy –implementation and impacts



If you “must” talk politics

¸…. and I’m not sure why anyone “must” …

¸Don’t plagiarize 

¸Remember …. You can’t win.



Really

¸Seriously, you CAN’T win …. Remember, the 

research proved their brain spend more time 

and energy on ignoring contradictions than 

using reason to weigh the merits of your 

arguments.  You CAN’T convince them 

you’re right!



The takeaway?

¸Don’t approach political discussions with the 

opposition as a contest which can be won or 

lost.

¸Approach it more like a discussion of USC 

versus Clemson football



THANK YOU!


