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Authoritarianism and American Students’
Attitudes About the Gulf War, 1990-1996

Richard M. Doty
David G. Winter
University of Michigan
Bill E. Peterson
Smith College

Markus Kemmelmeier
University of Michigan

Studies with several different groups of students over the period
Jrom October 1990 to spring 1996 show a consistent set of
relationships between right-wing authoritarianism (RWA) and
aggressive support for U.S. policy during the Persian Gulf crisis
and Gulf War. Before the war, high-RWA scorers endorsed more
aggressive responses (including the use of nuclear weapons) to
hypothetical Iraqi actions. After the war, they expressed relatively
more gloating and less regret and, in retrospect, endorsed more
aggressive hypothetical U.S. policies. Overall, their opinions
tended to be low in complexity, high in certainty, and brief.

In this article, we present the results of several studies
of American college students to explore the relationship
between authoritarianism and attitudes toward the 1990-
1991 Persian Gulf crisis and Gulf War, from the time of
the crisis and war itself through the spring of 1996. Our
results add to the nomological network of the authori-
tarianism construct, while providing a vivid illustration
of the role of personality factors in organizing and shap-
ing political attitudes.

AUTHORITARIANISM AND SUPPORT FOR AGGRESSION

For over 50 years, the concept of authoritarianism
(Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, & Sanford, 1950;
Stagner, 1936) has provided an important framework for
understanding relationships between personality and
attitudes about a wide variety of social and political issues
(see Winter, 1996, chap. 7). Recently, Altemeyer (1981,
1988) argued that the authoritarian syndrome has three
basic elements: conventionality, acceptance of authority,
and aggression. Winter (1996, chap. 7), reviewing the

original conceptualization of authoritarianism by
Adorno et al. (1950), suggested that these three themes
actually may arise from a more fundamental sense of
threat, which arouses intolerance of ambiguity, which
leads to the differentiation or splitting of “good” leaders
and “bad” enemies, finally permitting the “good” to
punish the “bad” (pp. 228-231).

Many studies suggest that authoritarianism is associ-
ated with ethnocentrism, prejudice, and moralistic hos-
tility toward unconventional points of view and behav-
iors, including people with AIDS, the homeless, drug
users, and environmentalists (Peterson, Doty, & Winter,
1993; see also Meloen, 1993, for a general review). Peo-
ple scoring high in authoritarianism want to restrict
access to abortion (Sturman & Doty, 1992). They believe
that the United States should remain vigilant regarding
changes in Eastern Europe, and they want to crack down
on the Japanese for perceived unfair trade policies (Pe-
terson et al.,, 1993). Finally, they support traditional
gender roles, are critical of feminists and people who
violate these roles, and personally express more tradi-

Authors’ Note: An earlier version of some of the material in this article
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tional gender-role identities (Duncan, Peterson, & Win-
ter, 1997).

During the Vietnam War, authoritarianism was posi-
tively correlated with endorsement of U.S. involvement
and support for invading North Vietnam (Izzett, 1971)
and negatively correlated with participating in antiwar
protests and other forms of activism (Granberg & Corri-
gan, 1972). Such attitudes and preferences resonate with
the themes of obedience, conventionality, and aggres-
sion that characterize the authoritarian personality (Al-
temeyer, 1981, 1988; Winter, 1996, chap. 7).

On the basis of the Vietnam War studies, we would
expect authoritarianism to be positively correlated with
condemnation of Iraq and support for U.S. President
George Bush’s Desert Shield and Desert Storm policies
during the 1990-1991 Persian Gulf crisis and Gulf War.
The American and allied cause should have appealed to
the characteristic authoritarian themes of obedience,
conventionality, and aggression.

On the other hand, the Gulf crisis and the Vietnam
conflict were not completely comparable. American in-
volvement in Vietnam developed gradually, lacked
clearly defined military goals, and was controversial. In
contrast, President Bush’s August 5, 1990, declaration
that the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait “will not stand,” as well
as the later troop deployments, air attacks, and ground
invasion, met with widespread (although not unani-
mous) public approval. In the week following the Iraqi
invasion, for example, over 80% of the American public
favored sending U.S. troops to the region. This approval
remained above 60% through mid-November 1990 (Gal-
lup & Newport, 1990, p. 13). Just days before the January
15,1991, U.S. deadline for Iraqi withdrawal from Kuwait,
55% of the public supported an allied attack, even
though they believed it would be a costly venture.' Fol-
lowing the rapid allied victory in the ground war, Presi-
dent Bush had a record 89% approval rating (“Bush
Approval,” 1991, pp. 2-3). Although there was an antiwar
movement, its influence never approached that of the
Vietnam protests 25 years earlier, perhaps because dur-
ing the Gulf War, the military exercised tight control over
the news media.

With such a high level of popular support for the
administration policies, there might be little scope for
any additional effect due to personality factors in indi-
viduals. Alternatively, it is conceivable that people high
in right-wing authoritarianism (RWA) might have been
drawn to obey conservative leaders such as Pat Buchanan
(1991), Jeane Kirkpatrick, and Edward Luttwak, who
opposed Bush’s policy and argued instead for an isola-
tionist U.S. stance (Cramer, 1990).? Conceivably, the
ethnocentric moralism characteristic of authoritarian-
ism could even have led to disapproval of the politics and
extravagant lifestyle of the Kuwaiti ruling elite. Finally,
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the issues of anti-Arab prejudice, Israel’s vulnerability,
and the involvement of the United Nations as a partner
in U.S. policy might have further complicated any simple
effect of authoritarianism on attitudes about the crisis.
Thus, although a positive relationship between authori-
tarianism and support for U.S. government policy was
perhaps the most plausible hypothesis, it was by no
means the obvious or only one.

OVERVIEW OF SAMPLES
Participants

To study the role of authoritarianism in organizing
Gulf War attitudes, we administered a series of attitude
and opinion questionnaires to various samples of college
students at different points during and after the Gulf
crisis and Gulf War. We first collected data in early
October 1990 from a sample of 109 students (83 women
and 26 men) in an upper level undergraduate psychol-
ogy course at the University of Michigan (Sample A;
tested in class). This was just over 2 months after the Iraqi
invasion of Kuwait. At that time, no one knew whether
the crisis would be resolved by diplomatic activity or
would escalate to war. As the U.S. commitment intensi-
fied in autumn 1990, we queried other groups of stu-
dents (Sample B; 95 women and 75 men), drawn from
another upper level undergraduate psychology course
(tested in class) and from the subject pool of introduc-
tory psychology courses (tested in small groups).

We tested other groups of students from the subject
pool of the introductory psychology courses at three
critical points during and after the war: in late January
1991, shortly after the air war had begun (Sample C; 21
women and 16 men); in March 1991, shortly after the
end of the ground war (Sample D; 17 women and 20
men); and in April 1992, over 1 year after the end of the
war (Sample E; 25 women and 12 men).

Finally, as a part of other research, we tested two
groups of students from the introductory psychology
pool well after the war: in the autumn of 1995 (Sample
F; 62 women and 63 men) and in the spring of 1996
(Sample G; 55 women and 53 men). (The latter group
was tested several months before the September 1996
Iraqi attacks on Kurdish territory that disrupted U.S.
efforts to overthrow Saddam Hussein and elicited U.S.
missile and air attacks.)

In all cases, student participation was voluntary, and
anonymity was assured by having no identifying informa-
tion on the response forms. In-class studies were carried
out by graduate students not connected with the course.
Because of missing data on particular items, the actual
N for any particular analysis may vary downward from
the figures reported above for each sample.
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Instruments

Right-wing authoritarianism. Samples A through E were
given a 30-item balanced measure of RWA, which has
become the most widely used measure of the authoritari-
anism construct (Altemeyer, 1981, 1988).> Because of
time limitations, Samples F and G were given the 10-item
abbreviated RWA scale developed by Haddock, Zanna,
and Esses (1993), who report a correlation of .89 be-
tween this measure and the 30-item version (p. 1108).
Beyond that, different instruments were used with differ-
ent samples, as described below.

Policy grid. Samples A and B were given a policy grid
(see the appendix). Eight rows of the grid indicated the
following possible Iraqi actions, each presumed to rep-
resent an increasing level of threat to American interests
and allied forces: (a) Iraq leaves Kuwait; (b) Iraq does
not leave Kuwait by June 30, 1991; (c) Iraq does not let
U.S. and other hostages* go by June 30, 1991; (d) Iraq
executes U.S. and other hostages; (e) Iraq attacks Israel;
(f) Iraq invades Saudi Arabia; (g) Iraq uses chemical
weapons in an invasion of Saudi Arabia; and (h) Iraq
invades Saudi Arabia and overwhelms U.S. and other
defending forces. Seven columns were labeled with the
following possible U.S./UN responses, each presumed
to represent an increasing level of aggression: (a) with-
draw all forces, (b) withdraw most forces, (c) use forces
to defend Saudi Arabia only, (d) use forces to defend
Saudi Arabia and recapture Kuwait, (e) attack Iraq on
land only, (f) attack and bomb Iraq, and (g) attack Iraq
and use nuclear weapons. In the data analysis, these
seven policy options were assigned the values 1 through
7, respectively, to represent increasing aggressiveness of
response.

For each possible Iraqi action, participants were asked
to check the column(s) of the allied response(s) they
favored. (More than one column could be checked.)
The grid was realistic: In autumn 1990, all of these Iraqi
actions and allied responses seemed to be real possibili-
ties. In addition to examining the aggressiveness of re-
sponse to each hypothetical Iraqi action, we also derived
four summary measures from this grid. The mean of all
responses checked for all Iraqi hypothetical actions was
the average force level favored. The number of the most
aggressive response checked across the eight Iraqi ac-
tions was the maximum force level favored. Finally, whether
participants checked the “use nuclear weapons” re-
sponse to any Iraqi action gave a binary measure of any
nuclear response favored, whereas the number of Iraqi
actions for which an allied nuclear response was checked
provided a more continuous measure of number of times
a nuclear response was favored.

Open-ended measures. Using a variety of open-ended
measures, each tailored to the diplomatic-military situ-
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ation at the time of testing, we tried to elicit a broader
and more textured expression of students’ opinions in
Samples A, C, D, and E. These open-ended measures
were always preceded by a brief summary of the crisis
(war) to date. For example, the following summary was
given to Sample A:

On August 2, 1990, Iraqi military forces invaded Kuwait.
More recently, Iraqi President Saddam Hussein has pro-
claimed that Kuwait is and will remain a part of Iraq. In
response, United States President Bush has sent Ameri-
can troops to Saudi Arabia, in coordination with military
forces of other nations, and the Security Council of the
United Nations has passed several resolutions condemn-
ing the Iraqi action.

In Sample A, participants were then asked to respond as
follows:

Different people have different reactions to this situ-
ation. What are your feelings about it? That is, how do
you feel about the Iraqi occupation and annexation of
Kuwait? How do you feel about the U.S. and UN re-
sponses? What should be done? And how would you
personally like to see the situation resolved?

Please express your feelings and opinions, in any way
you like, in the space below.

Participants were then given about two thirds of a lined
page for their response.

Sample C participants were given a similar open-
ended measure, suitably updated to reflect the first 2
weeks of the air war and the imminent possibility of a
ground war. Sample D participants, tested shortly after
the end of the ground war, were asked to give their
personal interpretation of events, as follows:

In the last eight months, there was an international crisis
that led to war in the Persian Gulf. Different people have
different perspectives on “what happened.” In the space
below, please describe the “story” of these events in your
own words. What were the origins of the crisis? What
really happened? What has been the result?

Don’t worry about details you don’t know or can’t
remember. We are interested in your personalversion and
interpretation of these events.

On the next page, they were asked, “How do you person-
ally feel about the result you described on the previous
page? What do you think U.S. policy should be in the
future?”

Similarly, Sample E participants, tested over 1 year
after the war, were asked to describe in their own words
the “story” of the Gulf crisis and war. The following is an
example of a typical response to this question, in April
1992:
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We invaded because we felt that the future of our oil
trade was in jeopardy & because Hussein was “over-step-
ping” his bounds in America. The result of this war was
to show that we, the U.S., will follow through on our
proposals and we are a force to be reckoned with. The
situation now is fine.

Retrospective policy preferences. In 1995-1996, Samples F
and G were asked to express their retrospective agree-
ment or disagreement with U.S. Gulf War policies by
evaluating eight actions the United States could have
done but did not do during and after the war. After
reading a brief summary of the crisis and war, partici-
pants were asked to do the following:

Imagine that you could go back to the time of the
Irag-Kuwait crisis and the Gulf War (1990-1991), but with
today’s perspective and knowing what you now know.
What changes would you recommend in President
Bush’s policy? For each of the possible policy changes
mentioned below, circle the appropriate number to
indicate whether you would recommend it.

Using 9-point scales ranging from definitely not recommend
this to definitely recommend this, participants then evalu-
ated the following eight hypothetical actions:

Avoid war by relying on economic sanctions

Avoid the devastating effects on Iraqi people by not bomb-
ing civilian targets in Iraq

Avoiding the slaughter of Iraqi troops by not bombing their
retreat from Kuwait

More U.S. military support for dissident groups (e.g., the
Kurds in northern Iraq) to break away

More complete military destruction of Iraqi armed forces
and military capability

Capture Saddam Hussein so as to try (and execute) him for
war crimes

More thorough destruction of Iraq by more intensive
bombing

Use of nuclear weapons against Iraq

Coding of Open-Ended Measures

In all, six variables were coded from the open-ended
measures; however, certain variables were relevant only
at certain times, as indicated in the variable descriptions
below. Coding was done by the first author and a gradu-
ate-student colleague, without knowledge of partici-
pants’ RWA scores. For the four variables described
below, interscorer agreement was .90 or above (agree-
ment on presence of the category; see Smith, 1992,
p. 529), with differences resolved by discussion. The
objective nature of the conceptual complexity and
length variables made calculation of interscorer agree-
ment unnecessary.

Policy agreement (coded in Sample A and C responses only).
The principal hypothesis of the present research is that
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authoritarianism is related to agreement with, and sup-
port for, U.S. policy in the Gulf War. To measure policy
agreement, we developed the following 5-point scale:

1 = Strong opposition to U.S. policy, with no mention of
alternative responses. Examples:

I think we should bring the troops home now.
It’s none of our business.
The U.S. should stop sticking its nose in. . . .

2 = Disagreement with U.S. policy, particularly the military
buildup. Support for alternative nonmilitary policies,
such as continued economic sanctions or boycott.
Examples:

The boycott is OK, but we shouldn’t be sending all
those troops.
I think Bush is wrong; let the UN handle it.
3 = Ambivalence, lack of information, or support for U.S.
policy tempered with caution or skepticism. Examples:
Something had to be done, but I'm not sure we’re
doing the right thing.
The U.S. response is justified, but we’re just there to
protect our oil supply.
Let’s keep the pressure on but not escalate.

4 = Support for U.S. policy, without qualification or caution
but without mention of escalation. Examples:

The U.S. is totally correct.

I think Bush is doing the right thing.

Hopefully, there will be peace, but I agree with our
sending the forces there.

5 = Strong support for U.S. policy, along with threats or a
desire for escalation. Examples:

We should go to war as soon as we are ready.
We should turn Iraq into a parking lot.

Uncertainty (coded in Sample A and C responses only).
People scoring high in authoritarianism are often
thought to have (or prefer) a high level of certainty
about the world (see Frenkel-Brunswik, 1949;
Sorrentino & Short, 1986). We measured participants’
uncertainty by the presence of phrases such as “I don’t
know” or “I am really unsure” or expressions of skepti-
cism. We hypothesized that this measure would be nega-
tively related to RWA.

Gloating (coded in Sample D and E responses only). We
expected that people scoring high in authoritarianism
would be particularly impressed and pleased with the
U.S. and allied performance in the war, glorifying the
victory and exaggerating the implications of the results.
We therefore scored responses such as the following for
glorification or gloating:

Elaboration of the ease, quickness, or extent of U.S. military
victory or of the consequences for Iraq

Explicit description of superiority of U.S. forces or weapons

Description of positive effects of the war on U.S. image or
prestige
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Regret (coded in Sample D and E responses only). If people
scoring high in authoritarianism glorify war and military
victory, then people scoring low in authoritarianism
should be more likely to express regret about the war or
its effects (such as casualties or environmental damage).
Examples include the following:

What a waste, think of all the lives that were lost and the
environmental damage that was done—and for what,
money & powerl How disgusting!

When I saw the faces of injured Iraqi children, innocent
faces, I hated our world. It upsets me so much that war
exists.

Conceptual complexity. Many theorists have suggested a
negative relationship between cognitive complexity and
authoritarianism, especially in situations in which peo-
ple are evaluating or debating prospective policies (for
example, Edgington & Hutchinson, 1990; Sidanius,
1985, 1988; Suedfeld, Bluck, Loewen, & Elkins, 1994;
Tetlock, 1983). Because the present responses were usu-
ally too brief to apply the integrative complexity measure
developed by Suedfeld and his associates (Suedfeld,
Tetlock, & Streufert, 1992), we relied instead on a sim-
pler measure of conceptual complexity used by Her-
mann (1987), in which the number of high-complexity
words (for example, maybe, possibly, and for example) is
divided by the total of high-complexity and low-complex-
ity words (for example, always, simply, and never). Al-
though the Hermann and Suedfeld measures are
conceptually similar, there are (to our knowledge) no
studies reporting the correlation between the two. Nu-
merous studies by Hermann (1980a, 1980b, 1983, 1984)
and others (e.g., Snare, 1992), however, do suggest that
the two measures may have a common theoretical basis
and similar construct validities. (Conceptual complexity
scores were calculated only for responses with two or
more scorable words.) This measure was applied to the
open-ended responses written before the war (Samples
A and C), as well as the March 1991 and April 1992
postwar samples (Samples D and E).

Length of response. Length of response, defined simply
as the number of words in an open-ended response, was
a dependent variable of interest in its own right. How-
ever, variations in length could create spurious relation-
ships between RWA and other dependent variables,
such as conceptual complexity or uncertainty. For exam-
ple, if longer responses receive higher scores on com-
plexity and uncertainty, then a relationship between
RWA scores and any one of these variables might be an
artifact of a relationship to either of the other two vari-
ables. In such cases, any effects of length can be con-
trolled statistically.
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RESULTS
RWA Descriptive Statistics

Means for the 30-item RWA measure were as follows:®
90.11 (SD = 24.59) in Sample A; 97.30 (SD = 25.17) in
Sample B; 102.00 (SD = 25.97) in Sample C; 100.11 (SD=
23.91) in Sample D; and 104.73 (SD = 21.51) in Sample E.
These averages are consistent with those found in pre-
vious studies at the University of Michigan (see Duncan
& Stewart, 1995; Peterson et al., 1993). For the 10-tem
RWA measure, means were as follows: 4.68 (SD = 1.22) in
Sample F, and 4.38 (SD = 1.20) in Sample G. There was
no significant gender difference on RWA score in any of
the seven samples, although the mean score for men was
higher than that for women in six of the samples.

RWA and Policy Grid Options

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for the variables
derived from the policy grid used with Samples A and B.
In general, the level of aggression of response was related
to the presumed level of threat of the hypothetical Iraqi
actions as predicted, with two exceptions. In both sam-
ples, students apparently perceived an Iraqi invasion of
Saudi Arabia and an Iraqi attack on Israel as less of a
threat (that is, calling for a less aggressive U.S./UN
response) than Iraqi execution of U.S. hostages. For
these students, at least, the level of perceived threat
seems to have been affected more by the nationality of
the target of an action by a potential enemy (the United
States versus Saudi Arabia or Israel) than by the actual
military magnitude of the action (deaths of a few hun-
dred people versus a full-scale invasion or attack).

In Sample A, there were no significant gender differ-
ences in scores on these policy options, but in Sample B,
men favored a significantly more aggressive response to
every hypothetical Iraqi action, as shown in the table.

Table 2 shows the relationship between RWA scores
and the policy grid measures. In Sample A, tested in early
October 1990, RWA was significantly associated with
aggressiveness of response to three of the eight hypo-
thetical Iraqi actions. In Sample B, tested a few weeks
later, six of the eight correlations were significant. Thus,
it appears that as the crisis deepened, RWA continued to
play an important role in organizing specific attitudes
and policy preferences. At both times, however, RWA was
significantly related to all four summary measures, as
shown in the last four rows of the table. It is especially
noteworthy that RWA was associated with the two mea-
sures endorsing the use of nuclear weapons.

There were only a few significant gender differences
in the magnitude of these relationships between RWA
and aggressiveness of response: two in Sample A (one
higher among men, one higher among women) and two
in Sample B (both higher among men).
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TABLE 1: Descriptive Statistics for Variables Drawn From Policy Grid of Hypothetical Iraqi Actions and U.S./UN Responses

Mean (and Standard Deviation)

Sample A (October 1990 ) Sample B (Late Autumn 1990)
All Men Women All Men Women
Level of Force Favored If: (n=109) (n=26) (n=83) (m=169) (m=75) (n=94)
Iraq leaves Kuwait' 1.98 2.15 1.93 1.99 2.20, 1.83,
. (0.90) (1.16) (0.80) (0.87) (0.95) (0.77)
Iraq does not leave Kuwait by June 1991 3.83 3.88 3.81 3.70 4.07, 34,
. (0.94) (0.88) (0.97) (1.47) (1.45) (1.42)
Iraq does not release hostages 4.40 4.38 4.40 4.17 449, 3.93,
(1.07) (1.06) (1.08) (1.54) (1.62) (1.43)
Iraq executes U.S. hostages1 5.36 5.44 5.33 5.22 5.63, 4.89,
(0.93) (0.92) (0.94) (1.24) (1.09) (1.26)
Iraq attacks Israel’ 5.27 5.42 5.21 4.97 5.34, 4.68,
(1.04) (1.02) (1.05) (1.54) (1.44) (1.57)
Iraq invades Saudi Arabia’ 4.81 5.04 4.74 4.62 5.10, 4.26,
(1.11) (1.17) (1.09) (1.42) (1.39) (1.34)
Iraq invades Saudi Arabia and uses
chemical weapons 5.62 5.73 5.58 5.53 5.79, 5.33,
(1.00) (0.92) (1.08) (1.42) (1.82) (1.46)
Iraq invades Saudi Arabia and
overwhelms U.S. forces' 5.81 5.92 5.77 5.50 5.88, 5.21,
(1.09) (1.12) (1.09) (1.81) (1.59) (1.92)
Average force level favored 4.46 4.70 4.39 4.45 4.77, 4.19,
(0.90) (0.61) (0.97) (1.04) (1.05) (0.95)
Maximum force level favored 5.79 6.00 5.73 6.02 6.18, 5.89,
(1.16) (0.85) (1.25) (1.06) (1.10) (1.01)
Any nuclear response favored 19% 23% 17% 27% 38% 19%
Number of times nuclear response is favored’ .29 27 .29 .52 .84, 27,
(0.68) (0.54) (0.72) (1.16) (1.55) (0.62)

NOTE: Means having a common subscript show a male-female difference significant at the .05 level or less.
1. Force-level ratings of hypothetical U. S./UN responses could range from 1 to 7; higher numbers indicate increasing aggressiveness of response.
Each participants’ score is the mean force-level rating of all responses to a hypothetical Iraqi action that were checked.

2. Across all eight hypothetical Iraqi actions.

TABLE 2: Relation of Right-Wing Authoritarianism (RWA) Scores to
Levels of Force Favored in Response to Hypothetical Iraqi

Actions
Correlation With RWA
Sample A Sample B
(October 1990) (Late Autumn 1990)
Level of Force Favored If: (n=107) (n=170)
Iraq leaves Kuwait -.08 a1
Iraq does not leave Kuwait
by June 1991 21%%* L20%Fx*
Iraq does not release hostages 23%xk 7k
Iraq executes U.S. hostages 15 24k xx%
Iraq attacks Israel 11 3 S
Iraq invades Saudi Arabia -.05 8%k
Iraq invades Saudi Arabia and
uses chemical weapons -04 L20% k%
Iraq invades Saudi Arabia and
overwhelms U.S. forces L20%** a1
Average force level favored 22% k% .26t
Maximum force level favored® BOxxkk 22%%k%
Any nuclear response favored 317 16%k*
Number of times nuclear
response is favored® .33t 18k

a. Across all eight hypothetical Iraqi actions.
*kkp < 05, two-tailed. ****p < .01, two-tailed. < .001, two-tailed.

Open-Ended Measures

Table 3 presents descriptive statistics for all variables
derived from the open-ended responses. Overall, most
students supported U.S. policy. In October 1990 (Sample
A), the modal response was scored for agreement (39%),
although almost as many students expressed some am-
bivalence or reservations along with their agreement
(33%). Only 5% wanted to escalate, whereas 19% ex-
pressed disagreement and 3% express strong opposi-
tion. In January 1991 (Sample C), the distribution was
similar. There were no significant gender differences.
Overall, these results suggest that the students in our
samples held approximately the same views as the rest of
the U.S. population (see the polling results described
above).

Not surprisingly, uncertainty was higher in mid-January
(just before the air war) than in October, and conceptual
complexity was slightly lower. Both trends were especially
true for women. After the war, a substantial proportion
of the students expressed some gloating (46% in March
1991 and 35% in April 1992). About half expressed a
sense of regret (49% in March 1991 and 54% in April
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TABLE 3: Descriptive Statistics for Open-Ended Responses
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Sample and Variable All Men Women
Sample A (October 1990)
n 94 23 71
Policy agreement—mean (and SD) 3.24 (0.94) 3.30 (0.82) 3.23 (0.97)
Uncertainty 23% 17% 25%
Length—mean (and SD) 74.15 (32.68) 69.17 (28.94) 75.79 (32.56)
Complexity—mean (and SD) 47 (.25) .51 (.28) 45 (.25)
Sample C (January 1991)
n 37 16 21
Policy agreement—mean (and SD) 3.59 (0.90) 3.81 (0.75) 3.43 (0.98)
Uncertainty 65% 44%, 81%,
Length—mean (and SD) 152.19 (57.24) 151.13 (41.83) 153.00 (67.71)
Complexity—mean (and SD) .38 (.21) .38 (.16) .38 (.24)
Sample D (March 1991)
n 37 20 17
Gloating 46% 65%, 24%,
Regret 49% 50% 47%
Length—mean (and SD) 222.65 (65.71) 229.60 (54.00) 214.47 (78.22)
Complexity—mean (and SD) 47 (.24) .46 (.25) .48 (.22)
Sample E (April 1992)
n 37 12 25
Gloating 35% 50% 28%
Regret 54% 42% 60%
Length—mean (and SD) 137.81 (62.96) 131.33 (58.73) 140.92 (65.83)
Complexity—mean (and SD) .46 (.24) .40 (.29) .50 (.21)

NOTE: Percentages having a common subscript are significantly different at the .05 level or less.

TABLE 4: Relation of Right-Wing Authoritarianism (RWA) Scores to
Characteristics of Open-Ended Responses

Correlation With RWA Score
Sample A Sample C SampleD  Sample E

Resp (October 1990) (January 1991) (March 1991) (April 1992)
Characteristic m=94) (n=37) (n=37) (n=37)
Policy

agreement .40t 59
Uncertainty -.16 =34k
Gloating R 1 R Lo
Regret -.27* —24%*
Conceptual

complexity =~ —.27*** -12 -20 -15
Length —.30kx* —46% ¥k .01 —.32%*

*p < .15, two-tailed. ***p < .05, two-tailed. ****p < .01, two-tailed. tp <
.001, two-tailed.

1992). There were only a few significant gender differ-
ences: Women expressed more uncertainty immediately
before the air war (Sample C), whereas men gloated
more immediately after the war (Sample E).

The relationships between RWA scores and the vari-
ables coded from the open-ended responses are shown
in Table 4. Even with the relatively restricted range of
policy-agreement scores (72% with scores of 3 or 4),
RWA was strongly and significantly associated with the
degree of support for U.S. policy before the war actually
started. After the war, people scoring high in RWA were

more inclined to gloatand lessinclined to expressregret.
(The latter result was only a trend, suggesting that even
people scoring high in authoritarianism may not always
be immune to regret: As one high scorer put it in April
1992, “the U.S. military overdid it.”) Finally, at almost all
time periods, RWA was associated with relatively simple
thinking (lower conceptual complexity), lower uncer-
tainty, and brief judgments (shorter responses). Al-
though there were some significant gender differences
in the pattern of all these relationships in the different
samples, none held up consistently across samples. All of
these relationships are consistent with the predictions
derived from previous research on authoritarianism in
general and on the RWA measure in particular.

Two artifactual explanations for these effects can be
largely ruled out. One such artifact, length of response,
is unlikely to be a contaminating factor because it was
virtually uncorrelated with conceptual complexity and
uncertainty (average r = .086). Thus, partialing out the
effects of length did not change the relationship of RWA
to complexity (average partial r=—.18) and uncertainty
(average partial r= —.19), and partialing out the effects
of complexity and uncertainty did not change the rela-
tionship of RWA to length (average partial rs = -.26 and
-.35, respectively).®

On the other hand, the relationships between RWA
and the open-ended variables could have been affected
by policy agreement. Some studies (e.g., Gruenfeld,
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TABLE 5: Descriptive Statistics for Retrospective Recommendations of Hypothetical U.S. Actions

Mean (and Standard Deviation)
Sample F (Autumn 1995) Sample G (Spring 1996)
All Men Women All Men Women
In Retrospect, Would Recommend.: (n=125) (n=63) (n=62) (n=108) (n=53) m=>55)
Avoid war by relying on economic sanctions 5.03 4.26, 5.79, 5.07 4.34, 5.78,
(1.90) (2.00) (1.46) (2.01) (2.07) (1.70)
Avoid the devastating effects on Iraqi people
by not bombing civilian targets in Iraq 6.56 6.05, 7.06, 6.31 5.74, 6.85,
(2.31) (2.47) (2.04) (2.33) (2.50) (2.02)
Avoiding the slaughter of Iraqi troops by
not bombing their retreat from Kuwait 6.01 5.66 6.35 6.05 5.49, 6.58,
(2.20) (2.30) (2.06) (2.07) (2.13) (1.88)
More U.S. military support for dissident
groups (e.g., the Kurds in northern Iraq)
to break away from Iraq and establish
independent nations 5.41 5.13 5.68 5.12 4.92 5.31
(1.99) (2.27) (1.64) (1.99) (1.95) (2.04)
More complete military destruction of Iraqi
armed forces and military capability 5.26 5.82, 4.69, 5.40 5.87, 4.95,
(2.35) (2.45) (2.13) (2.27) (2.18) (2.28)
Capture Saddam Hussein so as to try (and
execute) him for war crimes 5.98 6.53, 5.44, 5.76 6.17 5.35
(2.28) (2.18) (2.26) (2.51) (2.39) (2.58)
More thorough destruction of Iraq by more
intensive bombing 3.53 4.15, 292, 3.23 3.49 2.98
(2.12) (2.27) (1.79) (1.79) (1.98) (1.56)
Use of nuclear weapons against Iraq 2.16 2.26 2.06 1.52 1.36 1.69
(1.96) (2.08) (1.85) (1.20) (1.06) (1.31)

NOTE: Mean ratings could range from 1 to 9; higher numbers indicate greater support of recommendation. Means having a common subscript

are significantly different at the .05 level or less.

1995) have found that people’s integrative complexity is
higher when they are writing in opposition rather than
agreement. Thus, in the present case, students scoring
high in RWA may have written less complex, shorter, and
less uncertain responses about U.S. policy simply be-
cause they were writing in agreement with it. In both
Samples A and C, partialing out the effect of policy
agreement left the negative correlations between RWA
and length virtually unchanged (partial s = —.30 and
—.40, respectively), but it did reduce the negative corre-
lation between RWA and uncertainty virtually to zero
(partial 7s = -.03 and .01, respectively). Thus, the appar-
ent relationship of RWA to uncertainty may be an artifact
of policy agreement.

In summary, then, we can say that students scoring
high in RWA were certain about their agreement with
U.S. policy about the Gulf crisis and war. Apart from that
agreement, their responses were also brief, and apart
from that brevity, they were also relatively simple.

Retrospective Policy Preferences

Table 5 presents the descriptive statistics for the ret-
rospective policy preference measures obtained in

1995-1996. If the value of 5 (midpoint on the 9-point
scale) can be taken as representing a neutral position
between definitely recommend and definitely not recom-
mend, then the overall results suggest that the students
would, looking back, recommend a slightly less aggres-
sive U.S. policy in the Gulf War. There was, however, a
gender difference: In both Samples F and G, men were
more likely than women to recommend aggressive
policies and less likely to recommend nonaggressive
policies.

Table 6 presents the relationship between RWA scores
and retrospective policy recommendations. Although
the magnitude and significance levels of the correlations
are slightly different in the two samples, the overall
results are consistent. Students scoring high in RWA are
more likely to recommend aggressive policies—those
involving greater destruction of Iraqi armed forces and
infrastructure, and the capture of Saddam Hussein.
These relationships between RWA and retrospective
preferences were in the same direction for women and
men but perhaps slightly stronger among women (r
greater for women in four of the seven correlations in
Sample F and in six of seven in Sample G).
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TABLE 6: Relation of Right-Wing Authoritarianism (RWA) Scores to
Retrospective Recommendations of Hypothetical U.S.

Actions
Correlation With RWA
Sample F Sample G
(Autumn 1995)  (Spring 1996)

In Retrospect, Would Recommend.: (n=125) (n=108)
Avoid war by relying on

economic sanctions —21%%* —.25%¥*
Avoid the devastating effects on

Iraqi people by not bombing

civilian targets in Iraq —27kkxk -05
Avoiding the slaughter of Iraqi

troops by not bombing their

retreat from Kuwait —19%** -14

More U.S. military support for

dissident groups (e.g., the

Kurds in northern Iraq) to break

away from Iraq and establish

independent nations .04 .10
More complete military

destruction of Iraqi armed

forces and military capability 26Kxk B32%kxk
Capture Saddam Hussein so as

to try (and execute) him for

war crimes 11 25¥Fxk
More thorough destruction of Iraq

by more intensive bombing 16%* 263 %x*
Use of nuclear weapons against Iraq .09 -.02

*xp < .10, two-tailed. ***p < .05, two-tailed. ****p < .01, two-tailed.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
Right-Wing Authoritarianism and Politics

Taken together, the results obtained from these seven
samples suggest that the RWA measure is related to
uncomplicated and continuing support for an aggressive
U.S. policyin the Persian Gulf crisis and Gulf War. People
scoring high in RWA agreed with their government’s
tough approach to Iraq during the crisis leading up to
the war and during the war itself. In response to a range
of hypothetical Iraqi actions, they favored relatively more
aggressive U.S./UN responses. After the war, they ex-
pressed a sense of gloating rather than regret, and as
much as 5 years later endorsed even higher levels of
aggression than the U.S. actually used. Their support for
the use of nuclear weapons (at least prospectively in
1990, if not retrospectively in 1995-1996)—in a hypo-
thetical scenario (U.S. forces overwhelmed) that was
extreme but not unimaginable—seems especially omi-
nous, given a future with increased nuclear proliferation
and other types of unconventional threat. In their open-
ended opinions, high scorers display lower conceptual
complexity, have less to say, and are more certain about
what they have said.
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These results confirm previous findings relating
authoritarianism to avoidance of uncertainty, obedience
to authorities, and a punitive, aggressive attitude toward
out-groups. More broadly, the results suggest that
authoritarianism continues to be a valuable construct for
exploring the relationship between personality and atti-
tudes about international conflict and other situations
likely to engage ethnocentrism and prejudice (see
Meloen, 1993). Although differences among the sam-
ples make it difficult to interpret these results in terms
of changes over time, and small sample sizes may have
made some results unstable, the results taken as a whole
do suggest that the effects of RWA on attitudes about
specific political events endure for several years.

Right-Wing Authoritarianism, Gender Differences, and
Masculinity

The conclusion that RWA is related to aggressive
attitudes and policy preferences s, to be sure, hardly new
and scarcely surprising. However, focusing on the way in
which gender is involved in our results may suggest
(albeit tentatively) an expanded theoretical under-
standing of the dynamics of RWA, and thus new direc-
tions for future research. Let us begin with a summary
of the gender differences observed in the present study.
Although the overall patterns of relationship between
RWA and the various dependent variables held true for
both women and men, the average levels of almost all
dependent variables showed gender differences. Men
tended to be “hawks™: They supported more aggressive
U.S./UN responses, both in prospect and in retrospect,
and they gloated more after the victory. Women, in
contrast, tended to be “doves”™: They supported alterna-
tives to aggression or lower levels of aggression, and they
felt more uncertainty and regret. (Not all these differ-
ences were statistically significant, in part because of
small sample sizes, but the overall pattern is clear; see
Tables 1, 3, and 5.) Taken together, this pattern of
gender differences is consistent with widespread and
pervasive gender-role stereotypes about tough-minded
and aggressive men and tender-minded, uncertain, and
regretful women. '

One way of summarizing our results, therefore, is that
among both women and men, RWA has the effect of
moving attitudes and opinions toward the stereotype of
masculinity. Yet, such a summary needs immediate quali-
fication: Making war (as well, perhaps, as making of
political decisions about war) is almost exclusively a
domain of men (Elshtain, 1987). Because the relevant
attitude objects (President Bush, Saddam Hussein,
U.S./UN and Iraqi military leadership and troops) were
either exclusively or predominantly male, women scor-
ing high in RWA may have been endorsing aggressive
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sentiments and policies as guides for men’s actions
rather as guides for their own actions.

Even further qualification is in order: Although ex-
plicit war making may be almost exclusively a male activ-
ity, women are in fact highly “present” in warfare—as an
enthusiastic “audience” (Canetti, 1962, especially pp.
132-141), as victims of sexualized violence and violent
sexuality (Brownmiller, 1992; Rank, 1914), or as weeping
widows and mothers (Shevin-Coetzee & Coetzee, 1995,
pp. 16-22). War and aggression, in short, are activities
that seem designed to emphasize or enhance traditional
sex roles. (Ironically, this may be only a short-run effect,
for in the long run, the economic demands and male
casualties of war may work against traditional sex roles.)
Thus, the present findings concerning RWA may be one
facet of a general tendency for RWA to be associated with
the maintenance and exaggeration of traditional sex
roles (aggression for men, tenderness for women), as
Duncan, Peterson, and Winter (1997) have found with
respect to other genderrelated issues. This interpreta-
tion is admittedly speculative, but if it is confirmed by
further studies involving RWA, gender and gender roles,
and aggression, then our understanding of the nature
and dynamics of authoritarianism would be considerably
broadened and deepened.

PERSONALITY AND SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY BULLETIN

In the social constructionist view, gender is inevita-
bly an ambiguous category. Thus, a general intoler-
ance of ambiguity (arguably the core of authoritarian-
ism) would most clearly and obviously be reflected in
concerns to maintain unambiguous and enduring
gender(ed) boundaries: lines in the sand—lines be-
tween nation-states and (thus) lines between men and
women.

NOTES

1. Thus, a few days earlier, only 6% believed that American deaths
would be fewer than 1,000 (see “Buildup to War,” 1991, pp. 6, 8).

2. Thus, Cramer (1990) characterized the language of these right-
wing skeptics as “reminiscent of Vietnam-era protests” and quotes a
foreign policy expert that “ ‘these folks were all for our actions overseas
[but only] as long as there was a communist target’ ” (p. 27).

3. We used a 7-point scale instead of the usual 9-point scale used by
Altemeyer (1981, 1988).

4. These were the several thousand foreign nationals in Iraq and
Kuwait at the time of the invasion, who were detained by Iraq during
most of the fall of 1990.

5. Because 7-point scales (ranging from 1 to 7) were used for the
30-item measure and because scores on the 10-item measure were
expressed in terms of mean item score (on a 1- to 9-point scale), these
means cannot be compared with each other or to the original 9-point
right-wing authoritarianism(RWA) scales used by Altemeyer (1981,
1988).

6. Because the Hermann measure is essentially a ratio, it tends to
be uncorrelated with length (average r = .086, as noted above), in

APPENDIX
Policy Grid Used in Samples A and B

In the left-hand column below is a list of some different things that could happen in the Persian Gulf situation. In the right-hand
columns are possible United States and United Nations responses. For each thing that could happen, please check the U.S./UN
response(s) that you would favor in those circumstances. (For each row, try to check the single response you favor most, but you

may check more than one if you can’t decide or aren’t sure.)

If you want to explain or comment on any of the situations and choices, you can write on the back of this page.

If this happens:

Then I favor this U.S./UN response:

(please check as appropriate)

Withdraw Withdraw
all forces  most forces

Use forces to defend

Use forces to defend ~ Saudi Arabia and  Attack Iraq  Attack and  Attack Iraq and
Saudi Arabia only

recapture Kuwait  on land only  bomb Iraq use nuclear weapons

A. Iraq leaves Kuwait.

B. Iraq does not leave Kuwait
by June 30, 1991.

C. Iraq does not let U.S. and
other hostages go by
June 30, 1991.

D. Iraq executes U.S. and other
hostages.

E. Iraq attacks Israel.

F. Iraq invades Saudi Arabia.

G. Iraq uses chemical weapons in
an invasion of Saudi Arabia.

H. Iraq invades Saudi Arabia and
overwhelms U.S. and other
defending forces.
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contrast to the integrative complexity rating measure, which often is
correlated with length (see Suedfeld et al., 1992, p. 398).
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