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Abstract

American politics is characterized by two trends. On the one hand, social problems tend to be framed as
issues of competing rights which tends to obscure the costs and obligations associated with the exercise of
individual rights. On the other hand, partisan sorting has led to partisan polarization and negative
partisanship. This study claims that when issues are framed in terms of partisan rights, partisans are likely
to assert co-partisans’ “rights” to engage in socially destructive behavior but deny the same “rights” to
out-partisans. We test these hypotheses using three framing experiments referencing both politicized and
non-political issues. The results show that partisans deny out-partisans’ right not to wear a mask, but assert
co-partisans’ right to smoke in public. When it comes to a partisan right to own guns over out-partisans’
right to be free of gun violence, Republicans both deny democrats gun rights and assert their own, while

Democrats only deny Republicans’ right to arms.

Introduction

The coronavirus epidemic has infected more than six million, killed more than 190,000 Americans,
disrupted the economy, closed schools, and forced states to impose “stay-at-home” orders. As these orders
are gradually being relaxed even though there is no effective treatment or vaccine in sight, public health
experts say that the best weapons we have against COVID-19 are washing hands and wearing masks when
interacting with others outside the home. For the vast majority of citizens, wearing a mask is a low cost

measure which could protect them and others from infection.



Yet, for several months, many citizens resisted masks appealing to rights (The Washington Post
2020). Conservative protesters have stressed their “individual right” to control what they put on their bodies
(The Washington Post 2020, Lithwick 2020). In fact, resistance was so deeply felt that, across the nation,
confrontations, sometimes violent, have emerged over the requirement to wear a mask in public.
Researchers documented 245 anti-lockdown and anti-mask protests in April and early May 2020
(Chenoweth et al. 2020). Media reported instances of citizens who assaulted (and in more than one case
murdered) those seeking to enforce rules about wearing masks in commercial establishments. State and
local public officials reported harassment and intimidation attempts by citizens opposing mask
requirements.

The pandemic has occurred at a time when American politics is characterized by two potentially
reinforcing trends. First, political controversies have come to be framed—almost exclusively—in terms of
individual or group rights, subordinating both responsibilities and harms resulting from the unconstrained
exercise of entitlements (Glendon 1991). Second, partisan polarization has spread to the public leading to
negative partisanship and intensely negative feelings between partisan groups. Thus partisanship cues have
become important even in social life (lyengar et al. 2019).

The contemporary emphasis on rights framing has prevailed within both the left and the right
(Decker 2016, McGarity 2013). As a result, the number of issues that have come to be represented in terms
of rights or liberties is vast. This framing has also fueled the ongoing “culture wars” that has pitted
Americans embracing distinct value systems against each other (Jacoby 2014). The over-emphasis on rights
which often presents entitlements as absolute and non-negotiable makes bargaining and compromise
difficult, in part, because it incentivizes people to think of political issues in zero-sum terms and ignore the
costs and harms associated with the exercise of rights (Glendon 1991, Lakoff 2007). Equally important,
the focus on rights has subordinated other American political traditions, such as those that draw on religion
or civic humanism, which have a much more robust emphasis on duties and responsibilities (Hofstadter
1989[1948], Smith 1997, Schildkraut 2007). Given the focus on justice and entitlements, rights discourses
have been used both by progressive and reactionary movements to mobilize through emotions, and
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especially resentment which adds to the challenges (Bob 2019, Cramer 2016, Dudas 2008, Filindra and
Kaplan 2016).

At the same time as “rights talk” has taken over our public discourse, scholars have documented
the strengthening role of partisanship and its spillover in non-political behaviors and attitudes. Today,
partisan affiliations operate as social identities and have major influence on public attitudes and behavior
(Mason 2018). Partisans have come to harbor increasingly negative feelings towards out-partisans and
strong positive feelings toward co-partisans, a phenomenon known as “affective polarization” (Abramowitz
and Webster 2018, lyengar and Westwood 2015, Levendusky and Malhotra 2016). The consequences of
partisan attachments are broad (for a review, see: lyengar et al. 2019). Among them are intransigence,
unwillingness to compromise, and aggression (Kalmoe, Gubler, and Wood 2017, McLaughlin et al. 2016).
Early evidence suggests that resistance to public health measures meant to combat the spread of COVID-
19 is polarized along partisan lines (Gadarian, Goodman, and Pepinsky 2020, Green et al. 2020).
Furthermore, partisanship is strongly implicated in responses to gun rights (Joslyn 2020).

In this environment that combines an absolutist discourse of individual and group rights and
partisanship-fueled uncooperativeness, is it likely that partisans may prioritize their co-partisans’ individual
“right” to behave in their preferred way over the right of out-partisans to avoid serious harm? The question
has significant implications both for our understanding of the limits of partisanship as a social identity, and
normatively, as a test of the civic health of the American polity. Coupled with evidence of partisan
dehumanization (Martherus et al. 2019, Cassese 2019), the emergence of a partisan “right” to harm others
may suggest that our tribal politics has become dangerous for the physical safety of others.

We test the partisan “right” to harm hypothesis by leveraging three framing experiments in which
an individual right to engage in potentially harmful behavior is contrasted to others’ rights to be free of
harm. The experiments focus on three issues that vary in terms of polarization: 1) wearing masks to protect
from the coronavirus which is currently on the agenda and was highly politicized in early summer 2020; 2)
gun rights which is a long-standing partisan issue that has been framed in terms of rights for decades
(Filindra and Kaplan 2016), but emerges on the agenda only episodically (Newman and Hartman 2017),
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and 3) second-hand smoking which is not a partisan issue today nor is it an agenda item. In all cases, the
right is contrasted to other people’s (out-partisans) rights to avoid serious harm.

Our results show on an issue that is currently highly politicized, that is mask wearing to protect
others from COVID-19 exposure, partisans reject the out-party’s claims to a right not to wear a mask but
do not assert their group’s right to do so. On a non-partisan issue, second hand smoke, partisans assert their
groups right to smoke in public but do not reject the other party’s right to do so. On the issue of gun rights
which is perennially politicized but comes to the forefront only periodically, partisans also assert their right
to own guns at the expense of the out-party’s risk of exposure to gun violence. All these findings are
symmetric for both parties. However, when it comes to gun ownership, Republicans also reject Democrats

right to own a firearm, which is not the case for Democrats.

Rights Talk

In service to democracy and equality, the civil rights movement exploited a long-standing classical
liberal tradition in American politics that goes back to Locke and the Revolution and framed Black political
equality in terms of rights (Locke 1884 [1690], Hartz 1991 [1955]). Subsequent progressive movements
used the same framing to argue for civil and political equality for women, immigrants, and LGBTQ (Bunch
1990, Haider-Markel and Meier 1996). In response to this progressive push for equality through
entitlements against the state, conservative activists used the same language for their causes (Decker 20186,
McGarity 2013). The result has been that most, if not all political controversies today are framed in terms
of individual rights. People claim to have rights over their body, rights to firearms and to stand their ground,
rights to wear or not wear a hijab, rights to refuse to serve gays, rights to deny others contraception and in
vitro fertilization. Unborn children, embryos, animals, plants, corporations, all are being discussed in terms
of individual rights. In many ways, these rights are posited as absolutes, ignoring contexts in which the law
clearly limits one’s exercise of any and all entitlements (for a trivial example, “I can do whatever I want in

my home,” does not include violating city building laws) (Bob 2019, Glendon 1991).



Although respect for individual rights and the rights of minorities is an essential component of
democracy (Dahl 1989), the contemporary “rights talk” may be counter-productive and corrosive to
democratic norms (Bob 2019). First, the American discourse of rights is no longer complemented with any
discussion of duties and responsibilities, narratives which were central to the Revolution and to continental
European political thought (Bailyn 1992, Glendon 1991, Smith 1997). Even within the classical liberal or
libertarian tradition itself, there are limits to the exercise of individual rights and those limits are often
dictated by the likely harm that could come to other people (Mill 2002, Linklater 2006). However, the
contemporary “rights talk” pays little if any attention to harms resulting from individuals’ exercising their
various “rights.”

Second, because there is popular consensus that “rights” are important if not sacred and absolute,
countering arguments framed in “rights talk” is very difficult (Lakoff 2007). This leads to “zero-sum”
understanding of problems where compromise is impossible because any outcome other than the one
preferred by a group is a “violation” of rights and the same goes for their opponents (Glendon 1991). Aided
by rights frames, absolutist and confrontational politics have become a core feature of America’s “culture
wars” which continue to divide the citizens (Jacoby 2014). Third, because deviations from optimality are
perceived as injustices, rights politics are vested with high levels of emotion and especially resentment—
the feeling of having been wronged or treated unjustly (Cramer 2016, Dudas 2008, Filindra and Kaplan
2016, Kinder and Sanders 1996). This can lead to aggression and conflict, even violence (Bob 2019,
Kalmoe, Gubler, and Wood 2017).

Studies show that framing political debates in terms of rights can be politically effective for both
progressive and reactionary causes. On the one hand, studies show that emphasizing a right to free speech
incentivizes people to allow protests by disliked groups thus enhancing political tolerance—a fundamental
democratic norm (Marcus et al. 1995, Nelson, Clawson, and Oxley 1997). Conversely, discussing gun
ownership as a “civil right” has helped weaken public support for gun control (Lio, Melzer, and Reese
2008). Similarly, the transformation from “duty to retreat” to “right to stand your ground,” may have
contributed to more aggressive uses of firearms (Humphreys, Gasparini, and Wiebe 2017). Furthermore,
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framing discrimination on the basis of sexuality as a “religious right”” has encouraged the expression of anti-
gay attitudes (Kazyak, Burke, and Stange 2018). Anecdotal evidence from the mask controversy in recent
months also suggests that framing not wearing a mask as “a right to do what I want with my body,” has
motivated conservative objectors to public health ordinances, on occasion, leading to resentful angry and

even violent responses (The Dallas Morning News 2020, Lithwick 2020).

Partisanship and Polarization

The adoption of the Civil Rights agenda by the Democratic Party in the 1960s led to a mutually
reinforcing process of elite and mass sorting (Carmines and Stimson 1989). This realignment had important
consequences. First, elites became more polarized (McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 2006) and elite
polarization accelerated sorting within the electorate (Abramowitz and Saunders 1998, Levendusky 2005).
Second, the process of sorting within the electorate led to the alignment of partisanship and racial, gender,
and religious identities transforming partisanship into a potent social identity (Mason 2018). Third, the
development of strong identification with a party has led to affective polarization, or negative partisanship,
essentially the expression of strong positive feelings toward the in-party and hostility toward the outparty
(Abramowitz and Webster 2016, Abramowitz and Webster 2018, lyengar and Westwood 2015). These
negative feelings can be so intense that a portion of the partisan electorate dehumanizes out-partisans
(Martherus et al. 2019, Cassese 2019) and harbors aggressive and violent intentions toward them (Moore-
Berg, Hameiri, and Bruneau 2020).

In a polarized environment, partisanship influences co-partisans’ support for policy and confidence
in their preferences (Druckman, Peterson, and Slothuus 2013). It also influences people’s choice of online
and online networks (Druckman, Levendusky, and McLain 2018). Partisanship is also implicated in dating
and marriage decisions (Huber and Malhotra 2017, Nicholson et al. 2016), and in economic transactions
(McConnell et al. 2018). Recent studies show that partisans may be open to embracing candidates who
subvert democracy (Graham and Svolik 2020, Svolik 2020). More germane to the issue of public health,
partisanship influences health attitudes and behaviors in the context of the pandemic, with Democrats being
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more supportive of social-distancing and other public health measures than are Republicans (Gadarian,
Goodman, and Pepinsky 2020, Green et al. 2020). In the domain of gun rights and gun control, scholars
have also identified partisanship as a key driver of preferences (Joslyn 2020, Wolpert and Gimpel 1998).
Republicans more so than Democrats report owning firearms and supporting gun rights over gun control
(Pew Research Center 2017).

The combination of the absolutism of “rights talk” which incentivizes no compromise positions,
and strong attachments to parties which also encourages intransigence suggests that when issues are framed
as competing rights of partisans, people may be motivated to defend the “rights” of the in-party even when
it is made clear to them that this right comes at cost, that in fact the exercise of such a right can harm
members of the out-party.

We hypothesize that relative to the non-partisan control framing of each issue, partisans will be
more supportive of their co-partisans’ right to harm over the out-partisans right to be free of harm. Therefore
Democrats (Republicans) will be more supportive of a Democratic (Republican) right to do something
harmful to others, over the Republicans (Democrats) right to avoid harm (Hypothesis 1).

We also suggest that relative to the non-partisan control framing of each issue, partisans will be
more likely to reject the out-partisans’ right to harm over their co-partisans right to be free of harm. We
expect that the introduction of partisan cues will influence responses in both politicized (COVID-19 masks

and gun rights) and non-politicized (second hand smoke) issues (Hypothesis 2).

Data & Methods

We seek to determine whether partisanship influences the mass public’s endorsement of a right
when it is made clear that this right comes at significant harm to out-partisan others. Our experiments were
embedded in a survey (n=2,042) which was conducted May 5-9, 2020 using sample procured from Lucid.

The sample was drawn to match the demographic distribution of the U.S. population, but this is not a

1 Qur research design and hypotheses were preregistered with www.aspredicted.org prior to fielding the survey
(May 2020).


http://www.aspredicted.org/

probability sample. Lucid samples have been used for a number of major surveys and evaluations of Lucid
data attest to high quality and representativeness (Tausanovitch et al. 2019). The average length of the
interview was 14 minutes. The order of the experiments was randomized and so were the conditions within
each experiment. All three experiments included three conditions: a control and two partisan conditions
(Democrat/Republican).

We probed people’s partisan reaction to the choice of individual rights over harming others in three
distinct domains with varying degrees of public health consequences: second hand smoking, exposure to
COVID-19, and gun violence. Second hand smoking is not a partisan issue, so this is our “hard” test of our
hypothesis. The coronavirus is both partisan and currently at the top of the agenda with immediate
implications for most people’s health and economic situations. The issue of gun rights and gun violence is
a long-standing partisan issue (Filindra and Kaplan 2016), but tends to appear on the agenda episodically,
for example when mass shootings occur (Newman and Hartman 2017).

Respondents were asked a version of the following question:
Which of these comes closer to your views?

A person's right to smoke in the office [The Democrats/Republicans right to smoke on the House

floor] is a lot more important than another person's [Republicans ’/Democrats’] right to avoid being
harmed by second hand smoke [For the COVID-19 version: not wear a face mask/ exposure to

COVID-19] (1)

A person's right to smoke in the office [The Democrats/Republicans right to smoke on the House

floor] is somewhat more important than another person's [Republicans’/Democrats’] right to avoid

2 The gun rights experiment included a fourth condition which is not relevant to the topic at hand so we are not
including it here. That condition tested changes to the typical question wording used by the Pew Center in its’ gun
control opinion surveys.



being harmed by second hand smoke [For the COVID-19 version: not wear a face mask/ exposure to

COVID-19] (2)

A person's right to smoke in the office [The Democrats/Republicans right to smoke on the House

floor] is somewhat less important than another person's [Republicans /Democrats’] right to avoid

being harmed by second hand smoke [For the COVID-19 version: not wear a face mask/ exposure to

COVID-19] (3)

A person's right to smoke in the office [The Democrats/Republicans right to smoke on the House

floor] is_a lot less important than [Republicans /Democrats’] another person's right to avoid being

harmed by second hand smoke [For the COVID-19 version: not wear a face mask/ exposure to

COVID-19] (4)

For these two experiments, we chose to focus on the House of Representatives for several reasons.
First, it provides a reasonable equivalent to a workplace or an office. Republicans and Democrats directly
interact in that setting and presumably the public thinks that they are entitled to be free of harm. Second,
the setting allowed for an easy and logical transition to a political framing. Placing Republicans and
Democrats in a different workplace or a generic office may have been viewed as strange by the respondents.
Third, the issue, at least for masks, actually emerged in real life (The New York Times 2020, The Dallas
Morning News 2020), which adds legitimacy and face validity to the experiments.

The gun rights experiment had a slightly different wording. Specifically, it did not mention a
location in any of the treatments and it had a somewhat different structure.® We opted not to include a

location because the issue of gun rights/gun violence is not framed in such a way. Location is important for

3 These choices relate to the original purpose of this experiment which included testing aspects of the Pew Center
wording. Given the consistency in results across experiments, we do not think that the differences in wording have
had a substantive impact on the results, but it is impossible to preclude that possibility.
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public health measures dealing with contagion because proximity is a key facilitator of infection spreading.
However, it would be strange to introduce a specific setting for gun rights, and even more so a political
setting.* The wording was:
What do you think is more important - to protect the right of Americans [Democrats/Republicans] to own
guns, OR to protect the right of Americans [Democrats/Republicans] to be free of gun violence? (4-point
scale as above).

For all three experiments, the dependent variable is rescaled from zero to one (4pt scale) with “1”
denoting strongest support for a right to harm. Models with Descriptive statistics and balance tables for

each of the experiments can be found in the Appendix.

Analysis

Our focus is whether partisans support for an individual right over others’ right to be free of harm
increases when the issue is framed in terms of one’s own party and whether it declines when the issue is
framed in terms of the out-party members’ right to act in a harmful way. As such, we are interested in the
interaction between the treatment and the respondent’s partisan affiliation. The partisanship variable is a
categorical variable where the base category is Independent and the highest category is Republican. In all
cases, we included as partisans those who identified strongly or weakly with a party. Given the ordinal
nature of our dependent variable, for all three experiments, we specified linear regression models. OLS has
the added benefit that interactions are directly interpretable which is not the case for non-parametric models

(Williams 2009).

Experiment 1: COVID-19

4 Guns were allowed in Congress in the 19™ century which led to various instances of violence and intimidation
within the chamber. Such rules no longer exist and they are counter-normative for a 21% century public (Freeman
2018)
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First, in the control condition, mean support for a right not to wear a mask is 0.37 (SD=0.146).
There is no statistically significant difference in means across conditions (Mp=0.363; SD=0145; Mr=0.366,
SD=0143). These null results are also evident in the Base Model in Table 1. The second model in Table 1
includes interactions between the treatments and the respondent’s partisanship. The base category for party
is independent. The model shows that the F-test of joint significance for the interaction between the
treatments and partisanship is statistically significant (F=1.94; p=0.059). For ease of interpretation of the
results, we split the sample into Democrats and Republicans, the groups of interest. First, contrary to our
first hypothesis, Democrats are no more likely to support a right to not wear a mask in the “Democratic
right” condition which is contrasted with a right of Republicans not to be harmed than they are in the control
condition. However, consistent with our second hypothesis, they are less likely to support a “Republican
right” not to wear a mask when contrasted to a democratic right to avoid harm relative to the control
condition which does not include partisan cues (b=-0.079; p<0.05). The results are symmetrical for
Republicans. They are no more likely to support a “Republican right” not to wear a mask than in the control
condition. But they are significantly more likely to reject the Democratic right to not wear a mask relative
to the control (b=-0.064; p<0.10). Overall, the results from the COVID-19 experiment suggests that when
it comes to a highly politicized issue with high and visible harms, partisans seek to restrict the harmful
exercise of the rights by the out-partisans but they do not support unfettered exercise of the right by their
own group. Given the social pressure that exists currently when it comes to masks, partisans are ready to
police the rights of out-partisans but indifferent to policing their own right to harm others.

[TABLE 1-HERE]

Experiment 2: Gun rights

In this experiment, we explore partisan responses to the choice between gun rights and others’ right
to be free of violence. The Pew Center (2017) has documented that Americans are split on support for gun
rights, but there are vast differences between Democrats, 21% of whom support the protection of gun rights
over control of gun ownership, and Republicans, 80% of whom support gun rights. In our experiment, mean
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support for gun rights over the right of others not to be harmed by gun violence is 0.53 (SD=0.017). In this
experiment too the results show no difference in the mean support for gun rights in the “Democratic right”
condition (M=0.53; SD=0.016) or the “Republican right” condition (M=0.56; SD=0.017). The Base Model
in Table 2 show the null effects. The interaction Model in Table 2 shows that the interactions between the
treatments and partisanship are jointly statistically significant (F=15.51; p<0.001). Once again, we split
the sample by party to facilitate interpretation of the results.

Consistent with our first hypothesis, that partisans will privilege their group’s “right” to do
something potentially harmful, Democrats are more likely to support gun rights when framed in terms of a
Democratic right (b=0.169; p<0.01). However, we find no evidence of our second hypothesis, as the result
suggest that Democrats are indifferent to a Republican right to own guns. For Republicans, we find
evidence in support of both of our hypotheses. First, consistent with our first hypothesis, Republicans are
more supportive of gun rights when the right is associated with their party (b=0.092; p<0.05). Second,
consistent with our second hypothesis, Republicans are less supportive of gun rights when the issue is
presented as a “Democratic right” (b=-0.223; p<0.001). Here, unlike it is the case with masks in the case of
COVID-19, we see evidence that members of both parties are willing to assert their group’s right to harm,
while the Republicans are also willing to police the right of Democrats to cause violence on others.

[TABLE 2-HERE]
Experiment 3: Second-hand smoking

In this experiment we test whether partisan cues alter people’s support for a person’s right to smoke
in public over others’ rights not to be harmed by second-hand smoking. Second-hand smoking is not a
partisan issue at the moment, nor is it on the agenda. Over the years, smoking in the U.S. has declined
significantly and people have accepted the regulation of smoking in shared public spaces such as restaurants
and offices. According to Gallup, in 2018, 88% of Americans believed that second-hand smoke was “very”
or “somewhat” harmful.

The mean support for a right of a person to smoke in the office over the right of others not to be
harmed by second hand-smoke is 0.23 in the control condition (SD=0.012). This is approximately half of
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what we saw in the gun rights experiment and 15ppt less than what we obtained in the COVID-19 mask
experiment (both differences are significant, p<0.01). This suggests a much greater level of consensus
around second hand smoke, most likely because the issue is not politicized. When we introduce partisan
cues, the expected polarization does arise. Mean support for the “Democratic right” to smoke in public
(M=0.29; SD=0.013) and for a “Republican right” to smoke in public (M=0.30; SD=0.013) are both
significantly stronger (p<0.01). The Base model in Table 3 shows these differences in support across
conditions.

The interaction model in Table 3 shows that the interaction of the partisanship measure with the
treatments is statistically significant (F=2.80; p<0.01). To facilitate interpretation of the interaction results,
we split the sample by partisanship. In this experiment, we find results consistent with our first hypothesis
but not the second one. The substantive effects are small, but important given that this is a non-political
public health issue. As the Democrats Model in Table 3 shows, in this experiment, relative to the control,
Democrats are significant more supportive of a Democratic right to smoke in a public space over the
Republicans right not to be harmed by second hand smoke (b=0.118; p<0.01). This is consistent with our
first hypothesis which suggests that partisans will assert their right to harm. Yet, contrary to our second
hypothesis, Democrats are indifferent to the right of the Republicans to smoke in public and thus they do
not police the expression this right. The results are symmetrical for Republicans: they are more supportive
of a Republican right to smoke in public (b=0.147; p<0.01) relative to the control, but indifferent to a similar
Democratic right. These results indicate that when it comes to an issue that is not politicized or polarized,
the introduction of partisan cues motivates partisans to support their co-partisans’ right to behave in harmful
ways and assert a partisan “right.” These results provide further evidence that when rights become
politicized, partisan identities pull in directions that could contribute to serious collective harm.

[TABLE 3-HERE]
Discussion

Our experiments show that in an environment where political issues are consistently framed in

zero-sum rights terms, polarized partisanship can exacerbate people’s insistence on behaviors and “rights”
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that can cause grave harm to others. This appears to be the case especially for issues that are not currently
on the agenda, perhaps because the lack of public discussion frees people to assert a partisan right to harm.
Interestingly, Republicans but not Democrats are willing to assert a partisan right to firearms. This is not
very surprising because Republicans have consistently framed the issue in terms of rights, while Democrats
are far more likely to use public health framing and emphasize the harms of gun violence (Merry 2020).
However, it is indicative of the polarized nature of American politics that Republicans are not willing to
extend the same right to Democrats. In fact, even though Republicans are significantly more enthusiastic
about guns and gun rights as a hallmark of political membership, they are willing to police Democrats right
to guns. Democrats, too, are eager to police Republicans’ right to guns but show no similar intent when the
right is associated with their ingroup. Interestingly, people are more reticent to assert partisan rights to harm
in the case of COVID-19 masks, possibly because the issue has been under constant scrutiny and there is
strong social pressure in favor of masks. In this case, both Democrats and Republicans refrain from

asserting a partisan right to harm, but they do police the partisan out-group’s right to do so.

Limitations

Experimental studies help us establish internal validity, but absent a probability national sample,
we cannot know how prevalent this tendency to claim rights to harm others by partisans may be in the
overall population. Furthermore, additional work is required to establish boundary conditions based not
only the level of issue politicization, but also based on a respondent’s preferences. For example, future
work could start out with gauging which issues are central to each respondent’s worldview and frame those
in terms of rights and harms. Additionally, it is important to investigate whether pitting a partisan “right”
to harm is asserted by partisans when the harms are also shouldered by the ingroup. Sample and space
limitations made it impossible for us to study how partisans respond to the challenge of asserting a right

that can cause harm to your own group.

Conclusion

14



This study shows that in an environment characterized by the dominance of ‘rights talk” on one
hand, and partisan polarization on the other, the framing of behaviors as “rights” attributed to a partisan
group can influence partisans’ readiness to assert “rights” that could cause physical harm to others, but also
to patrol these same “rights” when attributed to the outparty. These patterns may have significant
consequences for issues of public health: when such concerns become politicized along the lines of rights,
bipartisan understanding and compromise may be very difficult because rights are often perceived in zero-
sum terms. The literature on political communication and public health needs to pay more attention on how
these two reinforcing trends in the political environment can influence message uptake and the political

behavior of citizens and how they can exacerbate conflict in politics.

15



References

Abramowitz, Alan 1., and Kyle L. Saunders. 1998. "Ideological Realignment in the U.S. Electorate." The
Journal of Politics 60 (3):634-652. doi: 10.2307/2647642.

Abramowitz, Alan 1., and Steven Webster. 2016. "The rise of negative partisanship and the
nationalization of U.S. elections in the 21st century.” Electoral Studies 41:12-22. doi:

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2015.11.001.

Abramowitz, Alan I., and Steven W. Webster. 2018. "Negative Partisanship: Why Americans Dislike
Parties But Behave Like Rabid Partisans.” Political Psychology 39:119-135.

Bailyn, Bernard. 1992. The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution. Cambridge, UK: Belknap
Press.

Bob, Clifford. 2019. Rights as Weapons: Instruments of Conflict, Tools of Power. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press.

Bunch, Charlott. 1990. "Women's Rights as HUman Rights: Toward a Re-Vision Human Rights."”
HUman Rights Quaterly 12 (4):486-498.

Carmines, Edward G., and James a Stimson. 1989. Issue Evolution: Race and the Transformation of
American Politics. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Cassese, Erin C. 2019. "Partisan Dehumanization in American Politics." Political Behavior. doi:
10.1007/s11109-019-09545-w.

Chenoweth, Erica, Lara Putnam, Tommy Leung, Jeremy Pressman, and Nathan Perkins. 2020. "Media
coverage has blown anti-lockdown protests out of proportion " Vox.com (May 10, 2020)

https://www.vox.com/2020/5/10/21252583/coronavirus-lockdown-protests-media-trump.

Cramer, Katherine. 2016. The Politics of Resentment: Rural Consciousness in Wisconcin and the rise of
Scott Walker. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Dahl, Robert. 1989. Democracy and Its Critics. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

16


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.electstud.2015.11.001
https://www.vox.com/2020/5/10/21252583/coronavirus-lockdown-protests-media-trump

Decker, Jefferson. 2016. The Other Rights Revolution: Conservative Lawyers and the Remaking of the
American Government. New York: Oxford University Press.

Druckman, James N., Matthew S. Levendusky, and Audrey McLain. 2018. "No Need to Watch: How the
Effects of Partisan Media Can Spread via Interpersonal Discussions." American Journal of Political
Science 62 (1):99-112. doi: 10.1111/ajps.12325.

Druckman, James N., Erik Peterson, and Rune Slothuus. 2013. "How Elite Partisan Polarization Affects
Public Opinion Formation." American Political Science Review 107 (1):57-79. doi:
10.1017/S0003055412000500.

Dudas, Jeffrey R. 2008. The Cultivation of Resentment: Treaty Rights and the New Right. Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press.

Filindra, Alexandra, and Noah J. Kaplan. 2016. "Racial Resentment and Whites’ Gun Policy Preferences
in Contemporary America." Political Behavior 38 (2):255-275.

Freeman, Joanne B. 2018. The Field of Blood: Violence in Congress and the Road to Civil War. New
York: Farrar Straus & Giroux.

Gadarian, Shana Kushner, Sara Wallace Goodman, and Thomas B. Pepinsky. 2020. Partisanship, Health
Behavior, and Policy Attitudes in the Early Stages of the COVID-19 Pandemic. (March 27, 2020)

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract id=3562796.

Glendon, Mary Ann. 1991. Rights Talk: The Impoverishment of Political Discourse. New York: The Free
Press.

Graham, Matthew H., and Milan W. Svolik. 2020. "Democracy in America? Partisanship, Polarization,
and the Robustness of Support for Democracy in the United States." American Political Science
Review 114 (2):392-409. doi: 10.1017/S0003055420000052.

Green, Jon, Jared Edgerton, Daniel Naftel, Kelsey Shoub, and Skyler J. Cranmer. 2020. "Elusive
consensus: Polarization in elite communication on the COVID-19 pandemic.” Science Advances 6

(28):eabc2717. doi: 10.1126/sciadv.abc2717.

17


https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3562796

Haider-Markel, Donald P., and Kenneth J. Meier. 1996. "The Politics of Gay and Lesbian Rights:
Expanding the Scope of Conflict." The Journal of Politics 58 (2):332-349.

Hartz, Louis. 1991 [1955]. The Liberal Tradition in America. New York, NY: Harcourt Brace.

Hofstadter, Richard. 1989[1948]. The American Political Tradition and the Men Who Made It. New
York: Random House.

Huber, Gregory A., and Neil Malhotra. 2017. "Political Homophily in Social Relationships: Evidence
from Online Dating Behavior." The Journal of Politics 79 (1):269-283. doi: 10.1086/687533.

Humphreys, David K., Antonio Gasparini, and Douglas J. Wiebe. 2017. "Evaluating the Impact of
Florida's 'Stand Your Ground' Self-defense Law on Homicide and Suicide by Firearm." JAMA Intenal
Medicne 177 (1):44-50.

lyengar, Shanto, Yphtach Lelkes, Matthew Levendusky, Neil Malhotra, and Sean J. Westwood. 2019.
"The Origins and Consequences of Affective Polarization in the United States.” Annual Review of
Political Science 22 (1):129-146. doi: 10.1146/annurev-polisci-051117-073034.

lyengar, Shanto, and Sean J. Westwood. 2015. "Fear and Loathing across Party Lines: New Evidence on
Group Polarization." American Journal of Political Science 59 (3):690-707. doi: 10.1111/ajps.12152.

Jacoby, William G. 2014. "Is There a Culture War? Conflicting Value Structures in American Public
Opinion." American Political Science Review 108 (4):754-771. doi: 10.1017/S0003055414000380.

Joslyn, Mark R. 2020. The Gun Gap. New York: Oxford University Press.

Kalmoe, Nathan P., Joshua R. Gubler, and David A. Wood. 2017. "Toward Conflict or Compromise?
How Violent Metaphors Polarize Partisan Issue Attitudes.” Political communication 35 (3):333-352.
doi: 10.1080/10584609.2017.1341965.

Kazyak, Emily, Kelsy Burke, and Mathew Stange. 2018. "Logics of Freedom: Debating Religious
Freedom Laws and Gay and Leshian Rights.” Socius 4:2378023118760413. doi:
10.1177/2378023118760413.

Kinder, Donald R., and Lynn M. Sanders. 1996. Divided by Color. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago
Press.

18



Lakoff, George. 2007. Whose Freedom? New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux.

Levendusky, Matt. 2005.

Levendusky, Matthew, and Neil Malhotra. 2016. "Does Media Coverage of Partisan Polarization Affect
Political Attitudes?" Political Communication 33 (2):283-301. doi: 10.1080/10584609.2015.1038455.

Linklater, Andrew. 2006. "The harm principle and global ethics." Global Society 20 (3):329-343. doi:
10.1080/13600820600816340.

Lio, Shoon, Scott Melzer, and Ellen Reese. 2008. "Constructing Threat and Appropriating “Civil Rights”:
Rhetorical Strategies of Gun Rights and English Only Leaders." Symbolic Interaction 31 (1):5-31.
doi: 10.1525/si.2008.31.1.5.

Lithwick, Dahlia. 2020. "Refusing to Wear a Mask is A Uniquely American Pathology.”" Slate.com (May

14, 2020) https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2020/05/masks-coronavirus-america.html.

Locke, John. 1884 [1690]. Two Treatises of Government. New York: George Routledge and Sons.

Marcus, George E., John L. Sullivan, Elisabeth Theiss-Morse, and Sandra L. Wood. 1995. With Malice
Toward Some: How People Make Civil Liberties Judgements. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Martherus, James L., Andres G. Martinez, Paul K. Piff, and Alexander G. Theodoridis. 2019. "Party
Animals? Extreme Partisan Polarization and Dehumanization.” Political Behavior. doi:
10.1007/s11109-019-09559-4.

Mason, Lilliana. 2018. Uncivil Agreement: How Politics Became Our Identity. Chicago, IL: University of
Chicago Press.

McCarty, Nolan, Keith T. Poole, and Howard Rosenthal. 2006. Polarized America: The dance of Idelogy
and Unequal Riches. Cambridge, MA: Massachusetts Institute of Technology Press.

McConnell, Christopher, Yotam Margalit, Neil Malhotra, and Matthew Levendusky. 2018. "The
Economic Consequences of Partisanship in a Polarized Era." American Journal of Political Science
62 (1):5-18. doi: 10.1111/ajps.12330.

McGarity, Thomas O. 2013. Freedom to Harm. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

19


https://slate.com/news-and-politics/2020/05/masks-coronavirus-america.html

McLaughlin, Bryan, Douglas M. McLeod, Catasha Davis, Mallory Perryman, and Kwansik Mun. 2016.
"Elite Cues, News Coverage, and Partisan Support for Compromise.” Journalism & mass
communication quarterly 94 (3):862-882. doi: 10.1177/1077699016655755.

Merry, Melissa K. 2020. Warped Narratives: Distortion in the Framing of Gun Policy. Ann Arbor, Ml:
University of Michigan Press.

Mill, John Stuart. 2002. On Liberty. Toronto, CA: Dover Publications.

Moore-Berg, Samantha L., Boaz Hameiri, and Emile Bruneau. 2020. "The prime psychological suspects
of toxic political polarization." Current Opinion in Behavioral Sciences 34:199-204. doi:

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cobeha.2020.05.001.

Nelson, Thomas E., Rosalee A. Clawson, and Zoe M. Oxley. 1997. "Media Framing of a Civil Liberties
Conflict and Its Effect on Tolerance." The American Political Science Review 91 (3):567-583.

Newman, Benjamin J., and Todd K. Hartman. 2017. "Mass Shootings and Public Support for Gun
Control.” British Journal of Political Science:1-27. doi: 10.1017/S0007123417000333.

Nicholson, Stephen P., Chelsea M. Coe, Jason Emory, and Anna V. Song. 2016. "The Politics of Beauty:
The Effects of Partisan Bias on Physical Attractiveness.” Political Behavior 38 (4):883-898. doi:
10.1007/s11109-016-9339-7.

Pew Research Center. 2017. The Demographics of Gun Ownership. Washington, DC: The Pew Research

Center (https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2017/06/22/the-demographics-of-qun-ownership/).

Schildkraut, Deborah J. 2007. "Defining American Identity in the Twenty-First Century: How Much
"There" Is There?" The Journal of Politics 69 (3):597-615.

Smith, Rogers M. 1997. Civic ldeals: Conflicting Visions of Citizenship in U.S. History. New Haven, CT:
Yale University Prss.

Svolik, Milan W. 2020. "When Polarization Trumps Civic Virtue: Partisan Conflict and the Subversion of
Democracy by Incumbents.” Quarterly Journal of Political Science 15 (1):3-31. doi:

10.1561/100.00018132.

20


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cobeha.2020.05.001
https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2017/06/22/the-demographics-of-gun-ownership/

Tausanovitch, Chris, Lynn Vavreck, Tyler Reny, Alex Rossell Hayes, and Aaron Rudkin. 2019.
Democracy Fund &UCLA Nationscape Methodology and Representativeness Assessment. Los
Angeles, CA: University of California at Los Angeles

(https://www.voterstudygroup.org/uploads/reports/Data/NS-Methodology-Representativeness-

Assessment.pdf).

The Dallas Morning News. 2020. Several Texas Republicans decline to wear masks during House debate

on coronavirus relief. (April 23, 2020) https://www.dallasnews.com/news/politics/2020/04/23/several-

texas-republicans-decline-to-wear-masks-during-house-debate-on-coronavirus-relief/.

The New York Times. 2020. Pence Tours Mayo Clinic and Flouts Its Rule That All Visitors Wear a

Mask. (April 28, 2020) https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/28/us/politics/coronavirus-pence-

mask.html.
The Washington Post. 2020. Will Americans wear masks to prevent coronavirus spread? Politics, history,
race and crime factor into tough decision. (April 18, 2020)

https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/coronavirus-masks-america/2020/04/18/bdb16bf2-7a85-

11lea-al30-df573469f094 story.html.

Williams, Richard. 2009. "Using Heterogeneous Choice Models to Compare Logit and Probit
Coefficients Across Groups.” Sociological Methods & Research 37 (4):531-559. doi:
10.1177/0049124109335735.

Wolpert, Robin M., and James G. Gimpel. 1998. "Self-Interest, Symbolic Politics, and Public Attitudes

toward Gun Control." Political Behavior 20 (3):241-262.

21


https://www.voterstudygroup.org/uploads/reports/Data/NS-Methodology-Representativeness-Assessment.pdf
https://www.voterstudygroup.org/uploads/reports/Data/NS-Methodology-Representativeness-Assessment.pdf
https://www.dallasnews.com/news/politics/2020/04/23/several-texas-republicans-decline-to-wear-masks-during-house-debate-on-coronavirus-relief/
https://www.dallasnews.com/news/politics/2020/04/23/several-texas-republicans-decline-to-wear-masks-during-house-debate-on-coronavirus-relief/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/28/us/politics/coronavirus-pence-mask.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/28/us/politics/coronavirus-pence-mask.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/coronavirus-masks-america/2020/04/18/bdb16bf2-7a85-11ea-a130-df573469f094_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/coronavirus-masks-america/2020/04/18/bdb16bf2-7a85-11ea-a130-df573469f094_story.html

Table 1. OLS Regression Results, right not to wear mask

Democratic right
Republcian right

Democrat

Republican

Democratic right*Democrat
Republican right*Democrat
Democratic right*Republican
Republican right*Republican
Intercept

N

Adj. R?

=

F-test for interaction

Base model

b/se
-0.008
(0.02)
-0.006
(0.02)
-0.021
(0.02)
0.052 ***
(0.02)

0.364 **
(0.02)
2036

0.004
3.058

Interaction

b/se

0.06 *
(0.03)
0.037
(0.03)
0.055
(0.04)
0.100 ***
(0.03)
-0.107 **
(0.05)
-0.124 **
(0.05)
-0.116 **
(0.05)
-0.023
(0.05)
0.327 ***
(0.02)

2036

0.008
3.142

1.94 *

Democrats
b/se
-0.047
(0.04)
-0.079 **
(0.04)

0.382 **+

(0.03)
627

0.003

2.011
0.135

Republicans

b/se
-0.064 *
(0.04)
0.014
(0.04)

0.427 **
(0.03)
605

0.004
2.238
0.108

Notes: Numbers in parentheses are robust standard errors

*p<0.10; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01
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Table 2. OLS Regression Results, Gun rights over others right to be free of gun violence

Democratic right
Republican right

Democrat

Republican

Gun in home

Democratic right*Democrat
Republican right*Democrat
Democratic right*Republican
Republican right*Republican
Intercept

N

Adj. R?

=

F-test for interaction

Base model

b/se
-0.008
(0.02)
0.019
(0.02)
_0. 13 *kk
(0.02)
0.105 ***
(0.02)
0.235 ***
(0.02)

0. 448 **kk
(0.02)
1534

0.165
64.82

Interaction

b/se
0.016
(0.03)
-0.001
(0.03)
-0.162 ***
(0.04)
0.154 ***
(0.04)
0.242 ***
(0.02)
0.155 ***
(0.05)
-0.243 ***
(0.05)
-0.041
(0.05)
0.093 *
(0.05)
0.444 ***
(0.03)

1534

0.213
59.893

15.51 ***

Democrats

b/se
0.169 ***
(0.04)
-0.045
(0.04)

0.288 ***
(0.04)

0.268 ***
(0.03)
479

0.162
31.69%4

Republicans
b/se
-0.223 ***
(0.04)
0.092 **
(0.04)

0.189 ***
(0.03)

0.626 **
(0.03)
444

0.175
33.338

Notes: Numbers in parentheses are robust standard errors

*p<0.10; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01
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Table 3. OLS Regression Results, Second-hand smoking right over others right to be free of harm

Second hand smoking

Base Interaction Democrats Republicans
b/se b/se b/se b/se
Democratic right 0.069 *** 0.04 0.118 *** 0.058
(0.02) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04)
Republican right 0.073 *** 0.055 * 0.024 0.147 ***
(0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04)
Democrat 0.031 0.015
(0.02) (0.03)
Republican 0.033 * -0.004
(0.02) (0.03)
Democratic right*Democrat 0.078 *
(0.05)
Republican right*Democrat 0.018
(0.05)
Democratic right*Republican -0.03
(0.04)
Republican right*Republican 0.093 **
(0.05)
Intercept 0.207 *** 0.223 *** 0.238 *** 0.219 ***
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
N 2038 2038 627 605
Adj. R? 0.009 0.014 0.015 0.022
F 5.738 4.282 5.376 8.173
F-test for interaction 2.80 ***

Notes: Numbers in parentheses are robust standard errors
*p<0.10; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01
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