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			Book Presentation: The Political Brain by Drew Westen

			Book Abstract

			Drew Westen is the lead investigator on a team of neuroscientists who have been studying how the brain processes political information. For two decades, he has been advancing a theory of the mind that differs substantially from the more “dispassionate” visions held by most cognitive psychologists, political scientists, and economists. In The Political Brain he shows that Americans don’t vote with their heads but with their hearts or neuroses.

			The Political Brain is an investigation into the role of emotion in deciding the life of the nation. It looks at data across several Presidential elections from the 1950s through 2000, examines the evidence for the role of emotion in driving voting behavior, and provides a “clinical” view of a number of campaign ads, debate lines, and personal profiles of the candidates who have sought to win voters’ hearts.

			About the Author

			Drew Westen is a professor of psychology at Emory University. He is also the founder of Westen Strategies, a political and corporate consulting firm that advises Democratic leaders and candidates. 

		

	
		
			Summary of The Political Brain (Drew Westen)

			Introduction

			The 18th century Enlightenment vision of the mind, which viewed human beings in their most idealized forms as dispassionate creatures capable of objectively weighing evidence and reasoning towards valid conclusions, bears little resemblance to the way 21st century science tells us the brain works. When campaign strategists, particularly Democrats, start from this premise, they usually lose elections. Voters, as it turns out, invariably make judgments that are heavily based on their gut reactions and emotional factors. This is not necessarily a bad thing; it is simply the way the mind works. If you don’t understand the way the brain works, and the emotional dimension of politics, you cannot win elections.

			“Republicans have a keen eye for markets, and they have a near monopoly in the marketplace of emotions.” As a result, the GOP has won five out of the last seven presidential elections. Even more staggering, over the last six decades, only one Republican has failed to be reelected president, while only one Democrat has succeeded. Republicans have succeeded because they understand the importance of branding; Americans know what the Republican Party stands for (lower taxes, smaller government, and strong national defense), whereas Democrats have failed to identify their party with core values that strike an emotional chord with voters.

			Republicans have succeeded because they framed elections in terms of values rather than specific policies. Speaking in terms of values is critical because it activates emotional centers in the brain that rouse the passion of voters. Democrats, in contrast, have made the mistake of engaging voters on an abstract level, often bombarding audiences with arcane policy proposals backed up with a blizzard of facts. Such an approach leaves most voters cold.

			Democrats have aimed their messages at the cerebral cortex, the thin layer of neural tissue responsible for abstract thought, logic, and rationality. Brain imaging techniques show this part of the brain is highly active when individuals are thinking seriously and weighing evidence. However, neuroscientific findings indicate this portion of the brain doesn’t play much of a role when partisans are considering the issues that matter the most to them. This is because politics are an emotional matter for most people. For most voters, issues like abortion, gay marriage, or immigration provoke a visceral rather than cerebral reaction. Republicans understand this, thus they target their messages to the brain’s dense network of neural circuitry, particularly emotional centers like the amygdala, rather than the cerebral cortex.

			Our brains consist of vast networks of nerve cells called neurons. Of great importance are “networks of associations, bundles of thoughts, feelings, images, and ideas that have become connected over time.” When you realize the brain is made up of networks, you begin to think very differently about politics. Winning political strategists, for instance, will take advantage of this by finding images, feelings, and narratives that conjure up positive associations for their candidates, while trying to generate negative associations for opposing candidates. Political persuasion, when you get down to it, is largely about networks and narratives. Any successful candidacy needs to tell a coherent story that is illustrated with evocative images. Successful politicians like Ronald Reagan and Bill Clinton recognized that reaching voters on an emotional level was more effective than intellectual appeals. Democrats, if they want to win elections, will have to abandon their dispassionate emphasis on issues and instead develop a compelling narrative about what their party stands for and where they want to take the country.

			Political Narratives

			Emotions provide the fuel for almost everything we do. Political scientists, for instance, have found that emotion is the most important factor in driving voters to the polls. Feelings towards a particular party and a candidate are far more decisive than policy matters. Indeed, gut level feelings (“I like this person” or “I don’t like this person”) are about three times as powerful as rational considerations. Thus, even voters who agree with a candidate’s policies (and believe they would benefit more from them if they were implemented) will still vote for his or her opponent if they like them more. Policy issues are not irrelevant, of course, but most people vote with their gut.

			Democrats err greatly when the try to make their campaigns about the issues. Instead, they should be talking in terms of life stories and values. Simply put, “managing positive and negative feelings should be the primary goals of a political campaign.” And the best way to do this is by telling voters a story that illustrates the values a candidate has. This narrative should answer these four questions, in order of importance, that most voters will ask themselves before selecting a candidate:

			
					Does this candidate share the values that matter most to me?

					Can I trust them to represent my family’s interests and values?

					Do they have the personal qualities – integrity, leadership, and competence – to defend and promote the values I care about?

					Where does the candidate stand on the issues I care about?

					In order to be compelling, a political narrative should include the following elements:

					It should be simple so it is easily understood and can be told and retold.

					It should have protagonists and antagonists.

					It should have a clear moral.

					It should be both vivid and memorable.

					It should be emotionally moving.

					It should include emotionally evocative metaphors.

					It should include appropriate elements from the opposition’s storyline and recast them as its own.

					It should be the kind of narrative parents could share with their children because it embodies core values, particularly about right and wrong.

			

			In the 1980’s, for instance, Ronald Reagan articulated a Republican narrative that has shaped the political landscape for decades. In Reagan’s storyline, the Republican Party (the protagonist) and the Democratic Party (the antagonist) represented two different visions for America. Republicans championed self-reliance, personal initiative, and traditional virtues. The Democrats, on the other hand, were cast as the party of higher taxes, costly social experiments, and economically ruinous regulation.

			Reagan’s use of imagery was particularly effective; he linked Democratic programs to teenage drug use, welfare queens, and urban decay. The Democratic Party, Reagan insisted, was also weakening America’s military, wrecking the economy, and undermining America’s moral character. Needless to say, Reagan cast the Republican Party as the cavalry that would rescue America’s democracy just in the nick of time.

			The Republican narrative seems coherent on the surface, but it leaves out many important facts. For instance, it fails to mention that the reason liberals began to tinker with free markets in the first place had to do with the defects of unfettered capitalism that led to the Great Depression. It also leaves out the fact that liberal interventions diminished racial injustice and poverty rates. Democrats, however, have failed to challenge the Republican narrative. This reflects a failure of nerve.

			Democrats need to go directly after the stories Republicans tell about themselves. Reagan came across as an affable guy, a perception reinforced by the media, but many of his policies and political tactics had racial overtones. For instance, one of Reagan’s first acts as president involved helping Bob Jones University, an institution that practiced racial discrimination. Not challenging Reagan’s image insured that the public never saw him as a racist.

			The Left has no brand, no master narrative, and no shared talking points. As a result, they have allowed the Republicans to define them in negative terms – i.e., liberals tax and spend, they’re soft on crime, and they persecute people of faith. However, liberals have been on the right side of history in nearly every effort to expand freedom over the course of the last 100 years (women’s rights, civil rights, and workplace rights). The fact that the Left has failed to tell its story makes it seem as if the Democratic Party has no history.

			Polls vs. Principles

			Polls, as utilized by modern campaign strategists, are not just descriptive but prescriptive. That is, they have been used to prescribe what stance on the issues a given candidate will need to take in order to win the most votes. However, when pollsters have advised Democratic candidates in this way, telling them what issues to run on (and run away from) the results have led more often to defeat than victory. This is because all polling data is more complex than it first appears.

			Most voters have complex attitudes on even the most controversial issues. Part of this reflects the way polling questions are asked. For instance, asking questions in the affirmative (“Are you in favor of tax cuts?”), as opposed to the negative (“Do you oppose tax cuts?”), can lead to dramatically different assessments of the electorate’s views. Further, even on divisive issues, such as gun control and abortion, individuals frequently have multifaceted views.

			Pollsters, particularly Democratic pollsters, make a serious mistake when they engage in one-dimensional thinking, assuming that a given attitude is either helpful to a candidate or must be avoided like the plague. After all, research on the brain shows that most individuals are of two minds on any issue. That is, even those who favor the right to bear arms are still concerned about guns getting into the hands of criminals. Democrats need to find ways to talk about issues the Republican Party has had a monopoly on (guns, God, and abortion) that assures voters that Democrats have values and principles on these issues.

			Democratic strategists have counseled candidates to avoid hot-button issues and Republican mainstays like national security. In 2002, the Democrats shied away from national security and Bush’s tax cuts because they feared being bludgeoned on these issues. As a result, they were bludgeoned at the polls anyway. One of the few Democratic candidates in recent memory to take on the Republicans on their home turf was Bill Clinton. Clinton realized the GOP was “killing us on welfare” so he decided to make welfare

			Racial Consciousness and Unconsciousness

			
			
			
			
					Appeal the level of consciousness by expressing moral outrage.

					Remind voters of their better angels (e.g., quote scripture to remind voters we are all God’s children).

					Use the word “we” to foster identification with the person or group offended. That is, making a racial slip is not just about wronging someone who is different but deserves respect. Rather, it is a matter of wronging someone who is one of us.

			

			Positive and Negative

			
			
			
			
					Principle #1: If You Don’t Feel It, Don’t Use it: Every ad, speech, or statement should aim to elicit specific emotions. There’s nothing wrong with making voters think, but it is essential to make them feel. It is also important to use words that work. For instance, Republicans have been very adept at couching their message in emotionally resonant terms (e.g. The Clean Skies Act, The Job Creation and Wage Enhancement Act, The No Child Left Behind Act). Democrats shouldn’t try to outdo the Republicans when it comes to coining Orwellian language (e.g., the Clean Skies Act was written by polluters), but they need to dispense with jargon and neutral language in favor of emotionally evocative language.

					Principle #2: Frame Messages for Emotional Impact: Republicans have managed to frame many issues in ways that tip the debate in their favor. For instance, they have framed homosexuality as a lifestyle, thus insuring that voters make unconscious associations to promiscuity.

					Principle #3: Pitch Your Message at the Right Level: If you are not getting an emotional reaction to your message, then it means you are pitching it on the wrong level.

					Principle #4: Appeal to the Whole Brain: The more neural “tracks” your message activates, the better. Combining words, images, and music will make your message more memorable. Al Gore succeeded brilliantly in this regard in his film An Inconvenient Truth. For instance, he recast “global warming” as the “climate crisis,” thus giving the issue greater urgency. And he also combined evocative images of the planet earth (as seen from space) with the stirring words. “This is our only home.” Words can be powerful, but the right image may be worth a thousand words.

			

			Curb Appeal

			
			
			
			Positively Negative

			
			
					that it is unethical;

					ineffective;

					best ignored.

			

			
			
			Terror Networks

			
			
			The Sacred Versus the Profane

			
			
			
			Conclusion
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