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Abstract
This pilot research was aimed at evaluating political divisiveness that 

occurs in the United States. The purpose of this study was to look at why political 
divisiveness continues to grow in the country, as well as what can be done to help 
explain and diminish it. The literature review addressed previous research that was 
done on political divisiveness and how politics affects interpersonal relationships. 
The research was conducted using two focus groups, followed by two interviews. 
The focus groups and the interviews were transcribed and analyzed to find five 
different themes: respect, productive conversation, fear of shame or discomfort, 
being vulnerable, and learning. The theories of cultural hegemony, vulnerability, 
and shame were used to explain what is occurring with this exploratory research. 
The conclusion thus far is when people are vulnerable or are more open to being 
vulnerable, they can have productive political conversations. What was also found 
was that people in power control the status quo, using political ideology and division 
to maintain dominance. 
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Introduction
Political divisiveness has become more normalized in the United States 

within the last five years. Being able to think back to a time when politics were not 
as aggressive and divided as it is now is extremely hard for most. This exploratory 
research would be helpful to anyone from a politician to an average person who 
enjoys talking about politics. It is important to address the issue of polarization 
because politics have become unhealthy and has led the government to not 
accomplish things it is supposed to (Abramowitz, 2010). Politics is the system that 
governs and controls a country or an area (Dictionary.com). If political divisiveness 
can be diminished, this will help government officials put their political identity aside 
to get legislation passed and other goals accomplished. 

Conclusions were drawn from previous research, two theories, two focus 
groups, and two interviews. The previous research on political divisiveness and the 
effect it has had recently has revealed likeminded people are more apt to find each 
other and build friendships than people who have different political views. Two focus 
groups were conducted which consisted of nine UW-Stout students from a variety 
of ethnicities and fields of study. The focus groups forced the students to confront 
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their opinions about the Colin Kaepernick controversy1 and their political ideologies 
with their peers; they did not know this was going to occur which forced them to 
be vulnerable. After the focus groups were conducted, two of the participants were 
interviewed to gain more in-depth information.

The purpose of this study was to look at why political divisiveness continues 
to grow in the United States, as well as what can be done to help explain and 
diminish it. Two theories were used in this study to better explain [the problem -Ed.]: 
vulnerability and shame from Brene Brown, and the theory of cultural hegemony 
from Antonio Gramsci. The theory of vulnerability and shame was used to help 
explain how people can have better conversations with each other about politically 
heated or controversial topics. Shame is important due to a fear of being shamed and 
ostracized because one has different political views. Cultural hegemony was used 
to explain how people in power can manipulate the culture of a society, including 
politics. 

Literature Review
The literature review helped determine four main themes; political 

polarization, political divisiveness, stronger ties with people who are politically 
congruent, and the need for more exposure to different political opinions. When 
people choose their friends based on their political views, this is going to change the 
type of information and opinions they hear. This pilot research tries to figure out if 
the choice in opinions one hears has an impact on political polarization. With the 
help of social media, people can more easily pick who they have relationships with 
(Klofstad, McDermott, and Hatermi, 2013). Evaluating how people choose their 
interpersonal networks and looking at divisive politics can give insight into other 
parts of the world.

Political divisiveness is seen in many aspects of people’s lives and is shown 
when talking about a variety of controversial topics. Gould (2016) evaluates gun 
violence and how the topic and many others do not have to be divisive, but the 
current political climate makes various topics controversial. This is one example of 
how conversations about different stances on topics can lead to politics making a 
1 In 2016, 49ers quarterback Colin Kaepernick started to kneel during the national anthem due to his views on the 
treatment of racial minorities.

Image 1: Colin Kaepernick kneeling which sparked controversy and division (bbc.com, 2016).
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division within the country. Political divisiveness can cause individuals to fear talking 
about their opinions on various issues. Additionally, people will avoid conversations 
about politics because different views tend to divide people into different groups 
(Morey, Eveland, & Hutchens, 2012). Jahoda (1954) shows how political divisiveness 
leads people to negatively judge others based on their political views, if they differ. 
When people block and unfriend others due to political views, it contributes to 
political division (Miller, Bobkowski, Maliniak, & Rapoport, 2015). This is because 
when someone chooses to do so, this changes the posts and news they are exposed 
to. When an individual removes someone from their life because of their political 
beliefs, they are choosing to only see posts and news that align with their beliefs, this 
reinforces their mindset even further.

The next theme is, due to social media and the divide that is occurring, 
political polarization is also becoming more prevalent. Klofstad, et al. (2013) argue 
American politics are becoming more polarized. They also state if people keep 
choosing what political opinions they hear, political polarization will continue 
to worsen (Klofstad et al., 2013). Political polarization increases the amount of 
conflict people have, divides the government, which makes it harder to get things 
accomplished, and creates competition between people (Brown, et al., 2011). The 
last argument made is that people on the extreme ends of the political spectrum 
feel the need to establish clear boundaries on who they associate with (Ivanov, et 
al, 2018). These people can detect political friends or foes and are more aggressive 
towards their political foes (Ivanov et al., 2018). Political polarization creates 
stronger ties with people who share the same political views. Some benefits of 
political polarization include stronger personal ties, political stances being more 
important than before, and higher political engagement (Cholbi, 2019).

Multiple authors stated that people tend to have stronger connections with 
others who are politically congruent to them (Klofstad et al., 2013; Morey et al., 
2012; Lazer et al., 2008; Brown et al., 2011). Lazer (2008) explains this may be 
because people who are similar tend to have a higher chance to meet each other. The 
same author also points out people need to be understood by people who are like 
them. When people choose to have conversations with others who have the same 
views as they do, this creates social networks of like-minded people (Mutz & Martin, 
2001). This phenomenon is explained by the theory of homophily, which means 
like people tend to form ties (Lazer et al., 2008). People also tend to form stronger 
ties with alike people because similarity is important in order to build relationships 
(Brown, et al., 2011). People also tend to choose Facebook friends who reflect them, 
this only exposes them to select information (Kim et al., 2016). This occurrence 
could also explain why political divisiveness and polarization occurs, because both 
parties aggregate towards people who have the same views as they do (Klofstad et 
al., 2013). 

There are positives to when people form stronger bonds with like-minded 
people. Being surrounded by other like-minded individuals yields stronger ties and 
it is less likely they will avoid controversial topics. This is because people who have 
the same opinions want to talk about those topics since there will be little to no 
disagreement and discomfort. Political disagreement can force people to sever ties 
with others (Klofstad et al., 2013). When people feel like they can control who they 
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engage with, this lowers the potential for discomfort (Miller et al., 2015). Klofstad 
also explains how politics influences the romantic partners people choose. When 
people choose mates based on similarity, which includes political views, this also 
tends to strengthen their romantic relationship (Klofstad et al., 2013). 

The last theme is that there is a need for exposure to different political views. 
Mutz and Martin (2001) state it is the media’s role to increase the exposure to various 
views as this is good for democracy. People also need to express different views for 
democracy to work (Mutz & Martin, 2001). It is extremely important to be exposed 
to different political perspectives to promote the education of other viewpoints, 
which increases people’s political tolerance (Mutz & Martin, 2001). Miller et al. 
(2015) found people using social media who are closer to the middle of the political 
spectrum try to navigate between a diverse range of political opinions and tend to 
not unfriend people who do not share the exact same views as them. These people 
are also more apt to engage with others about political topics. When people keep the 
same networks of others around them, they hear the same political views, opinions, 
and are unable to expand their knowledge. This is dangerous because it leads people 
to follow scripts, which can also be explained by Erving Goffman’s theory on 
Dramaturgy (Miller et al., 2015).

What has not been addressed by previous research is if UW-Stout students 
and college students in general behave differently after hearing the political views 
of their peers after they build a friendship. The impact vulnerability has on people’s 
ability to share their political beliefs with others has not been addressed either.  

Methods
The qualitative study took place at the University of Wisconsin-Stout, and 

consisted of two focus groups, they lasted about an hour each. Harvey Hall on 
Stout’s campus was where the nine undergraduate students participated in the focus 
groups (five in one and four in the other). The students were chosen due to their 
political beliefs from the people I knew. These individuals were strangers from a 
variety of different majors and ranged in age from 18-26. The focus groups were 
semi-structured, but the participants had control of how the focus groups were going 

Image 2: Heineken commercial that illustrated having a productive conversation about each other’s 
differences (Osvaldo, 2018).
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to go as they were given limited instructions on purpose. The inspiration for the 
focus groups came from a Heineken commercial titled “Worlds Apart”.

The moderator was introduced, participants were given instructions and 
name tags that identified them by letters to help maintain confidentiality. After, the 
participants were given a consent form to read and sign in order to participate in the 
study, they were given an oath of confidentiality to determine among them if they 
wanted this to stay between them. The oath of confidentiality was a form I created 
to help the participants feel comfortable enough to share their views, which created 
a safe space. The participants were given the form and they all agreed to sign it 
and not let subjects talked about leave the room. The focus group began with them 
building a puzzle and talking about any subject they chose. They had to write down 
five adjectives that best described themselves and find commonalities between all of 
them. After, the responses to the survey filled out prior to the focus group were read 
aloud. The participants were not aware this was going to occur, as it was a deception 
study. The deception study was needed in order to get raw data from the participants 
by forcing them to be vulnerable. After the participants discussed their feelings about 
what occurred in the focus group with each other, they were all given a debrief form 
which was read aloud and explained.

To dig deeper, there were two interviews conducted with two of the 
participants from the focus groups. These participants were chosen for an interview 
because they showed interest in talking about the focus groups further which they 
indicated on the debrief form. The open-ended questions asked were along the lines 
of vulnerability, political beliefs, and shame/discomfort. To ensure confidentiality 
these individuals were identified with the same letter from the focus group. The 
interviews lasted around 40 minutes each, the focus group and interviews were 
recorded and transcribed. Each transcription was coded in a Microsoft Word table 
to find dominant themes. After further research was conducted, there were two main 
theories used to help explain what was occurring. 

Theory

The two theories used while conducting the research and identifying the 
results were Antonio Gramsci’s theory on cultural hegemony and Brene Brown’s 
theory of vulnerability and shame. These two theories helped to conceptualize and 
explain the results of the research. 

Antonio Gramsci developed a social theory on cultural hegemony, which also 
included resistance to dominant governments. This theory was used to evaluate the 
connection between culture, power, and politics under a capitalistic society (Lears, 
1985). While Gramsci never explicitly defined cultural hegemony in his work, Lears 
(1985) suggests it is the control over a diverse society by the groups who have the 
power to manipulate the norms, rules, and culture of that society and turn it into 
the status quo. In a pluralistic society it is important for people to question and 
resist hegemonic norms due to the people in power relying on citizens’ legitimacy 
perceptions (Forgacs, 1988). Everyone cannot fit into the two well defined political 
parties, especially with how polarized they have become. It is key for people to not 
allow the new status quo of political polarization and division to continue; Gramsci 
would argue for a counter-hegemonic struggle to put forward new ideas (Forgacs, 
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1988). This leaves the question of how to get people organized in an effective 
counter-hegemonic struggle. While Gramsci would recommend a mobilization of 
counter-hegemonic ideas in a trench-warfare style activist agenda, this relies on 
combativeness.  Instead, this study focuses on what can happen when people are 
vulnerable and have productive political conversations without the pressure from the 
narratives driven by those in power in political parties. 

Accordingly, the second theory used is Brene Brown’s theory on vulnerability 
and shame. She says that, for a connection to be made with other people, they 
need to be vulnerable and allow themselves to be really seen (Brown, 2010). This 
is comparable to when people are able to make connections with each other based 
on a political level. Even if individuals do not have the same political views, there 
are things they agree on. If people cannot be vulnerable and show who they really 
are, including their political views, they cannot accurately talk about issues. Brown 
(2010) also talks about politics being an arena where there is no discourse and no 
conversation anymore. 

If people can be vulnerable and put their shame aside, this can help them 
have constructive conversations about politics. Brown (2010) talks about how people 
cannot have political conversations without race, which is a very touchy subject. 
These conversations about race cannot be done without shame (Brown, 2012). When 
people talk about controversial topics they get paralyzed by shame, and this is why 
these conversations are not productive. If people can learn to set aside their shame 
and embrace being vulnerable, then politics can possibly be discussed in a more 
constructive and productive manner. 

Results
After coding the focus groups and the interviews, five main themes were 

identified. The dominant themes were respect, productive conversation, fear of 
shame or discomfort, being vulnerable, and learning. Respect is a positive feeling for 
someone because of their accomplishments or reputation (Dictionary.com). I defined 
productive conversation with the help of dictionary.com as the ability to talk about 
a subject without force or arguments. The fear of shame or discomfort is described 
as being scared to have others make you feel humiliated, or distressed caused by the 
consciousness of wrong behavior (Dictionary.com). Vulnerability is being open and 
exposed to possible harm (Dictionary.com). Learning is defined by dictionary.com as 
gaining or acquiring more knowledge by experience or being taught. These themes 
helped answer the question, “Why can people have or not have productive political 
conversations?”

In the focus group six of the participants used the term respect because it was 
important to each person when talking about their political views. It did not matter 
who they would have political conversations with, it just mattered if the other person 
respected their views. Participant N said, “If they aren’t respecting my views, then 
we will have a problem.” The ability for both sides to empathize and respect the 
other person’s political views is important for this individual to be able to have a 
good conversation. Another participant said, “It’s all about respecting other people’s 
viewpoints. Just because they are different from yours, doesn’t mean they are wrong.” 
Everyone has their own opinions, and if both sides can respect each other’s then this 
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group of Stout students agreed they can have conversations with others no matter 
their political ideology. When asked if political beliefs would be a determining factor 
in a friendship participant G said:

“I don’t think political beliefs would be a determining factor, unless you’re 
downright disrespectful about mine. That’s different than just having different views 
than one another.”

This statement and similar ones showed people can still have friendships with 
others who have different political views. Three participants said they would not be 
able to be super close to those individuals though. The participants showed the only 
way they could not be friends with someone who had different views, would be if 
the other does not respect them. Having respect for someone and their views was the 
only way to make a friendship work. 

Having a productive conversation was an underlying theme in the focus 
groups and showed why political divisiveness is so prevalent. Participant Z said it 
was important to “have a dialogue, not a debate.” In the current political climate, it 
is seen too often that different parties want to talk over each other and win some 
sort of debate. Participant Y talked about this further when they said, “Learning 
not winning, that’s big.” Conversations between people who have different views 
are supposed to be learning experiences for both sides, and too often they turn into 
fights about who is right or wrong. Going into a conversation with someone whose 
views differ from yours should be a learning experience. This idea is shown by 
participant G when they said: 

“We don’t know how to talk to each other… We get into wars with people 
with the intent of trying to dismantle the opinions and thoughts of other people.”

 This is where vulnerability comes into play, because people cannot 
have productive conversations with others if they are too concerned with being 
right. If each side puts their walls down, this is when people can have a productive 
conversation about touchy subjects without the need to ‘win’. 

The fear of shame or discomfort was another underlying theme found during 
the focus groups. After revealing each of their responses to the survey and their 
political views one participant said:

“Sometimes I find myself having conservative views and I’m like did I just have 
that thought? Does that make me a horrible person? Are all my Democrat friends 
going to disown me?”

This quote shows this individual has a fear of being shamed by other 
friends who are also Democrats. If they share that some of their political views 
are more fluid, they might be shamed by their friends who have more solid liberal 
views. Individuals find themselves not being able to fit in one category because 
some of their views are fluid, the current political climate makes this very hard. 
This is because when people say they are a Republican or a Democrat, the other 
automatically goes to the extreme sides of the political spectrum. The divisive 
politics have made it extremely difficult for people to have more flexible views about 
political topics. 

The ability to be vulnerable was the main theme and purpose of the focus 
groups. When the moderator revealed their responses to the survey they took, and 
their political views, this was forcing the participants to be vulnerable. During the 
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debrief of the focus group, Participant Z said, “I think it is healthy to have friends 
who don’t have the same opinions as you… they challenge you and you both 
bring up points that the other wouldn’t find on your own.” When individuals are 
vulnerable, they are more apt to have friends or listen to others who have different 
views than they do. This is also where people tend to learn more because they are 
more open to learning about things they already do not know. 

During an interview after the focus group, Participant M went even further 
with this idea of vulnerability:

“We weren’t... growing up taught to be put in sticky situations or places where 
we met people that are different from us. That’s why we stick with people who are 
similar to us and share similar backgrounds and views.”

This quote showed that when this individual was growing up, they were not 
taught to be vulnerable, which is why they have friends who are like them. They 
discuss this even further, “I hang out with my friends who are like me because if I 
hang out with people who aren’t like me, I am going to be uncomfortable.” This 
idea of hanging out with people who are like you is very common. As shown in the 
literature review, people who are alike prefer to hang out with each other. When 
people are vulnerable this is where personal growth occurs, in the uncomfortable. 
This is hard for people because this was not something that was taught or explained 
to them growing up. 

Learning showed to be another theme that linked with vulnerability. 
Participant G said in one of the interviews, “I learned more when I put my walls 
down… Even though I hated it at first, I was glad when it was over, and I thought 
about it.” This shows when people are vulnerable, it is not ideal at first, but they end 
up learning more from the experience by doing so. After the individual’s political 
views and opinions about a controversial topic were shared one of the participants 
said, “You brought up good points, I never looked at it that way.” If no one is ever 
exposed to other viewpoints or opinions, they do not have opportunities to learn 
about the other side. When the focus groups forced them to learn the other sides, 
they were able to learn about ideas they were never exposed to. 

Conclusion
 This research shows that vulnerability and respect have an effect on 

political divisiveness and the ability to have constructive conversations. The findings 
relate to the literature that explains the idea of political divisiveness and interpersonal 
relations with people who are like you. The research builds on that and tells a story 
of what happens when people expand their circles and how vulnerability plays a 
role in that process. The norm in society has become to argue and try to dismantle 
other people and their opinions when they differ. When people have interpersonal 
relationships and can be vulnerable with others who have different political views, 
this questions the current status quo of the harsh political division. It is extremely 
important for people to question the current status quo and create a functional 
pluralistic democracy, as the current system benefits certain people in power. While 
Gramsci would call this a ‘counter-hegemony’, in order to do this successfully, people 
have to be vulnerable and set aside shame (Forgacs, 1988). This study thus evaluated 
a counter-hegemonic vision built around not combativeness but vulnerability.
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When people are vulnerable or are more open to being vulnerable, they tend 
to listen to others and have a productive dialogue. These people can also be more 
susceptible to compromise to learn about the other side and their reasoning. The 
people who put themselves in vulnerable positions more often tend to be okay with 
being uncomfortable. This means they usually will have more friends with different 
political views, because like people tend to hang out because it is comfortable and 
normal for them. When people do not mind being uncomfortable, they do not mind 
hanging out with people who have different values. 

The purpose of the focus groups was to force people to be vulnerable. 
When the participants were vulnerable, they opened up and had a constructive 
conversation with each other. The ability for them to put their walls down allowed 
each participant to put their views aside and listen to others. Without vulnerability 
the participants would have never heard some of the different viewpoints, this leads 
to political divisiveness because without hearing the other sides to an argument, your 
views are continued to be reinforced and unchallenged. The participants said if the 
moderator would have revealed their political views and survey answers first, this 
would have automatically built their walls up. This aspect would have led them to 
be passive aggressive towards each other and they would have been unable to have 
productive conversations due to the different views. The research also shows when 
everyone is vulnerable, the fear of shame is overcome and set aside. It is important 
because it helped connect the research on political divisiveness and the research on 
vulnerability and shame. 

This exploratory research addresses the theory of cultural hegemony in a few 
different ways. With the use of Gramsci’s theory, we can understand why people 
should resist the current power structure that helped get the country to the point of 
an extremely toxic political environment. This resistance does not need to be at a 
large scale. Small counter-hegemonic acts can make a huge difference and could start 
a much-needed conversation to slowly dismantle the odd state of cultural hegemony 
in U.S. politics today. The focus groups that were conducted helped illustrate that 
politics does not have to be a central part of our lives, and it does not decide whether 
or not people will be civil and have interpersonal relationships with others. With the 
help of vulnerability and shame, the masses can take back the status quo by having 
productive political conversations with diverse people. 

This research is a start to help address political division which has become 
more prevalent in the United States. Even though this research was done with Stout 
students, these students represent the US population which consists of conservatives, 
liberals, moderates, whites, blacks, and mixed heritage peoples. It is also a critique 
of this project because it was a small sample size of the population. Because of the 
constrains of a semester, this research will continue to be explored and conducted. 
The idea of vulnerability can help two individuals from opposite political parties 
have a productive conversation. This research can also help make people realize 
they are a lot more understanding than they think. People agree on more than they 
disagree on, they just need to let themselves address the aspects they agree on before 
they talk about the things they disagree on. The ability to be vulnerable and have a 
healthy conversation is the key to move forward in the current political climate to 
make change happen. 
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