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An Elsterian Analysis of Hope and Hate Groups  
 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

In an important survey article on “The Emotions and Economic Theory”, Jon Elster 

(1998) has suggested a number of ways in which rational choice theories could be 

modified to better explain the effect the emotions have on behavior.  This article will 

explore the relevance of these arguments to two types of group that tend to mobilize 

on the basis of the core beliefs they hold about the policy process.  It advances the 

view that these types of group come to be identifiable, not so much in terms of the 

interests their members hold in common, but through the shared emotion they develop 

through member interaction.  The focus will be thus be on what I call “hope” and 

“hate” groups. 

Section II will apply Elster’s general analysis of the emotions to delineate the 

way particular beliefs can give rise to the type of emotional energy and action 

tendency associated with hope and hatred.  Section III will then examine the 

dissonance that typically accompanies these emotions and how interaction in groups 

that share these emotions can counter this dissonance and sustain and strengthen the 

beliefs and emotional energy that underlie them.  Section IV will conclude the paper 

by examining the contribution it can make to the quest, most notably associated with 

the work of Albert Hirschman, for a more relevant economics than can comprehend 

behaviors that weaken the deliberative capacity of democracies. 

 

II. AN ELSTERIAN ANALYSIS OF HOPE AND HATRED 

 
According to Jon Elster (1998) emotions such as hope and hatred can be distinguished 

from non-emotional mental states by six features, namely "cognitive antecedents, 

intentional objects, physiological arousal, physiological expressions, valence, and 

action tendencies" (p.49).  This scheme may be simplified and made applicable to the 

behavior of the members of hope and hate groups by the proposition that their shared 

emotions may be (i) engendered by the particular beliefs actors have about the policy 

process (this combines the cognitive antecedent and intentional object features of 

these emotions); so that (ii) an observable level of emotional energy can be invested 

in social interactions particularly with actors who share these beliefs (this conflates 



the physiological arousal, physiological expression and valence aspects of these 

emotions); and (iii) give rise to a particular type of “action tendency”. These features 

must be examined in more detail. 

    
The Beliefs that Trigger and Sustain Hope and Hatred.  

 Strong emotions can be engendered by the beliefs actors have about the possibility of 

advancing their goals through engagement in the policy process.  The belief that 

opportunities will eventually emerge for them to advance their goals would seem to 

be a necessary but not sufficient basis for hope. This belief does not have to be based 

on probabilistic calculation. Under conditions of "bounded uncertainty", it may only 

be based on an imagined possibility (Shackle, 1973, p.62).  Moreover, the actors who 

hold this belief are also likely to realize that it is not inevitable that they will take 

advantage of opportunities to advance their goals.  They will acknowledge that their 

capacity to do this will depend on their alertness to these opportunities and the degree 

to which they have mobilized and prepared themselves to take advantage of them. 

 A belief that it is “neither inevitable nor impossible” that certain goals can be 

advanced through participation in the policy process will thus not be a sufficient basis 

for placing hope in such participation.  This hope must also be based on a belief in the 

worth of pursuing these goals.  They must be seen as "worthwhile" or "important" in 

the sense that they are "worthy of pursuit in a special way incommensurable with 

other goals we might have" (Taylor, 1985, p.135).  The process of placing hope in 

certain goals seems to involve an investment or commitment of self to the realization 

of these goals.  Or, to use Hirschman's (1982) terminology, it requires actors to form a 

"second order metapreference" regarding the "kind of life they want to live" or the 

"kind of person they want to become".  

  But what emotions are likely to be triggered in actors who have given up all 

hope of being able to advance their goals through the policy process? By itself this 

cognition is unlikely to produce hatred.  Indeed it appears to underlie the type of 

“rational apathy” modeled by Downs (1957).  To trigger the type of emotion that 

binds together hate groups it must be augmented by two other beliefs.  The first is that 

the policy process is structured to deny the members of these groups any opportunity 

to advance their goals or protect their interests.  The second is that there is a malign 

intent behind this exclusion that is put into effect by way of a deliberate strategy of a 

political elite.  The third is that this strategy is directed toward the destruction of 



valued institutions or ways of life.  The combination of these three beliefs is evident 

in Hofstadter’s (1965, p.29) discussion of the paranoid style of politics: 

Let us now abstract the basic elements in the paranoid style.  The central 

image is that of a vast and sinister conspiracy, a gigantic and yet subtle 

machinery of influence set in motion to undermine and destroy a way of life.  

One may object that there are conspiratorial acts in history and there is 

nothing paranoid about taking note of them.  This is true.  All political 

behavior requires strategy, many strategic acts depend for their effect upon a 

period of secrecy, and anything that is secret may be described, often with but 

little exaggeration as conspiratorial.  The distinguishing thing about the 

paranoid style is not that its exponents see conspiracies here and there in 

history, but that they regard a "vast" or "gigantic" conspiracy as the motive 

force in historical events.  History is a conspiracy, set in motion by demonic 

forces of almost transcendent power, and what is felt to be needed to defeat it 

is not the usual methods of political give and take, but an all-out crusade 

(original emphasis). 

These paranoid beliefs would seem to trigger the shared emotion that hate groups 

direct toward the policy process and the elite they believe to dominate this process. 

 

The Emotional Energy Generated by Hope and Hatred.  
 Emotions such as hope and hatred, nevertheless, involve more than a set of beliefs.  
These beliefs must be expressed with a degree of emotional energy that is reflected 

in the characteristics of physiological arousal, physiological expression and valence 
described by Elster (1998). Collins (1993) has formulated a theory in which 
emotional energy is "the common denominator in rational social action".  

According to this writer, people invest varying levels of emotional energy in their 
social interactions.  High levels of emotional energy will be reflected in feelings 

such as enthusiasm and confidence while low levels are manifested, for example, by 
apathy and depression.  However, in most interactions the emotional energy of 

individuals is at a "medium level" which will be unnoticed by both themselves and 
those with whom they are interacting.  Only people with very high or very low levels 

of emotional energy will pass the attention threshold at which their degree of 
emotional intensity becomes "empirically visible, both in behavior (especially 

nonverbal expressions and postures) and in physiology" (Collins, 1993, p.211).  I 
would suggest that the beliefs underlying the type of hope described in the previous 
section will be expressed with an observable passion to advance the goals in which 
it is placed while the paranoid beliefs underlying hatred will be expressed with an 
observable rage against "the system" and the elite that is thought to dominate it. 

 
 
 



The Action Tendencies Produced by Hope and Hatred.   

In his survey of emotion theory, Elster (1998, p.47) has pointed out that: 

By and large, psychological studies of the emotions have not focussed on how 

emotions generate behavior.  Instead, they have tried to identify the proximate or 

ultimate causes of the emotions.  To the extent that psychologists are concerned 

with behavior, it is usually with action tendencies rather than with observable 

actions. 

These "action tendencies" have been defined by Frijda (1986, p.70) as "states of 

readiness to execute a given type of action".  In the case of the hope and hatred 

generated by beliefs about the policy process, there would seem to be action 

tendencies that are distinctive to each type of emotion while there is one action 

tendency, in particular, that is common to both.    

 Hope would seem to produce two distinctive action tendencies among the 

members of what I call "hope groups".  The first is an entrepreneurial alertness to 

opportunities to advance their goals. Erich Fromm (1968, p.9) has highlighted this 

characteristic of hope: 
Hope is paradoxical.  It is neither passive waiting nor is it unrealistic forcing of 

circumstances that cannot occur.  It is like the crouched tiger, which will jump only when 

the moment for jumping has come.  Neither tired reformism nor pseudo-radical 

adventurism is an expression of hope.  To hope means to be ready at every moment for 

that which is yet to be born, and yet not to become desperate if there is no birth in our 

lifetime.  There is no sense in hoping for that which already exists or for that which 

cannot be.  Those whose hope is weak settle down for comfort or for violence; those 

whose hope is strong see and cherish all signs of new life and are ready at every moment 

to help the birth of that which is ready to be born. 

A second (and related) action tendency is a readiness to keep striving to advance their 

goals in the face of cumulative disappointment.  Snyder (1994) defined hope as "the 

sum of the willpower and waypower that you have for your goals" (p.5).  He proposes 

that, in the course of striving to achieve the goals they place their hopes in, people 

need to exercise (i) "willpower" as they draw on their reserves of emotional energy or 

"determination and commitment", and (ii) "waypower" as they generate one or more 

effective paths to their realization.  They will particularly need to exercise willpower 

and waypower in the face of opposition or resistance or when the path they are 

pursuing toward a goal comes to be blocked.  



 From this perspective, hope primarily generates an action tendency toward 

perserverance.  It can thus be seen as an important source of the in-process benefits 

that reward people for their participation in that type of activity where, according to 

Hirschman (1985), a "fusion of striving and attaining" may occur as individuals 

"savor in advance" the realization of what they are striving for.  This not only 

compensates them for "the uncertainty about the outcome, and for the strenuousness 

or dangerousness of the activity" but can act as a disincentive to free-riding in team 

situations (pp. 14-15). 

 The action tendencies of alertness and perseverance appear to characterize the 

ideal type of a  "policy entrepreneur" described by Kingdon (1984). These actors are 

depicted as "lying in wait" for an opportunity to influence the outcomes of a policy 

process.  They perform the function of "coupling" solutions, problems and politicians 

together at the time when "policy windows" open.  As "brokers" they seek to build 

winning coalitions in favour of proposals.  As "advocates" they must have their pet 

proposals or concerns ready to be pushed when the opportunity arises.  They may 

spend years "lying in wait" for such propitious moments to arrive.  During this time 

they will ensure that their pet problems, solutions and theories survive in conflict and 

competition with alternatives, and that the policy-making community is "softened up" 

to a state of receptivity to them.  Hope groups can therefore be conceived as bringing 

together policy entrepreneurs who seek to engage in the policy process in pursuit of 

goals that are the object of their shared hopes. 

 By contrast actors who hold the paranoid beliefs associated with hate groups 

will have a tendency to hit back at, to retaliate in some way against, the groups they 

believe to be conspiring to deny them any opportunity to advance their goals.  It 

should be emphasized that while this can lead to an action tendency toward violence, 

this is only a tendency.  It is quite possible that an actor can hold these beliefs and yet 

restrain himself from committing violent "retaliatory" acts.  Indeed it is plausible to 

suggest that, unless a person is a clinical psychopath, he or she will experience some 

dissonance from perpetrating acts of violence. The theory of "cognitive dissonance" 

popularized by Leon Festinger (1957) suggests that to reduce the unpleasant feeling of 

tension they experience when they act on their tendencies, individuals will look for 

cognitions that support their actions and reduce the feelings of tension or dissonance 

that arise when they engage in them.  



Elster (1998, p.64) actually rejects a cost-benefit model of the emotions that 

treats them "as psychic costs and benefits that enter into the utility function on a par 

with satisfactions derived from material rewards" in favour of an approach that views 

them both as sources of dissonance and as mechanisms of dissonance reduction. 

According to Elster, dissonance theory is more realistic than the cost-benefit model in 

that it views individuals as making hard choices on the basis of reasons rather than on 

the basis of introspections about how they feel" (Elster, 1998, p.66).  It can help 

explain the "sticky", "punctuated equilibrium", "path dependent" nature of many 

commitments in respect of which individuals seek for reasons to sustain their 

commitments until a threshold is reached "when the arguments on the other side 

become too strong and the rationalization breaks down" so that "a switch in behavior 

occurs".  Although Elster (1998, p.66) points out that "psychologists have not 

considered emotions as sources of cognitive dissonance and dissonance reduction", he 

suggests that "there seems to be no reason why emotions could not be sources of 

dissonance" (p.66).  

 This approach can explain why individuals who hold the beliefs associated 

with hope and hatred will be drawn to interact in groups that share their beliefs.  The 

drive to interact in networks that counter dissonance and shape, sustain and strengthen 

their shared emotions can be viewed as an action tendency common to both types of 

"social emotion".  The ways in which network interaction can develop the internal 

cohesion of hope and hate groups must now be considered. 

 

II. INTERACTION IN HOPE AND HATE GROUPS 

 
There would appear to be two ways in which network interaction can strengthen the 

emotions shared by members: through the rhetoric that strengthens the beliefs that 

underly shared emotions; and through the production and reproduction of emotional 

energy through interaction with other members of the group. This section will 

consider each mechanism in turn. 

 
The Function of Rhetoric in Group Interaction.  

Interaction within groups drawn together by either hope or hatred is likely to involve a 

mutual sharing of reasons for the beliefs that trigger these emotions.  Each member is 

likely to have his or her own reasons for participating in the network but these will 



always, to a degree, be implicit, inchoate and partly articulated.  They will therefore 

look to others to provide a clearer, more explicit articulation that reinforces the beliefs 

they share in common.  This will not only strengthen the cohesion of the network but 

may also serve an "evangelistic" function, persuading outsiders to commit themselves 

to these groups as an expression of how much these beliefs mean to them. 

 A group can come to be identifiable by its rhetoric.  Hope and hate groups can 

be seen as being engaged in what Goffman (1959) called "expression games". These 

are typically a form of social interaction that involve "senders" who express 

themselves in particular ways, and "receivers" who take in and react to such 

expressions, forming an impression of the "senders".  Loury (1994) has argued that 

this concept is particularly pertinent to policy studies since the interpretation of 

political expression generally involves "making inferences from the expressive act 

about the sender's motives, values and commitments" (pp. 432-3).   

Where the primary purpose of rhetoric is to construct a stable impression of a 

hope group's identity and affect the dissonance this group and its opponents and 

supporters experience as a result of its engagement in the policy process, then the 

rhetoric of both “progressive” hope groups seeking to advance specific reforms and 

“reactionary” hope groups seeking to resist these initiatives is likely to assume the 

pattern described by Hirschman in his book "The Rhetoric of Reaction" (1991).  

In this book Hirschman argues that each major advance in the development of 

citizenship in Western democracies - from civil to political to socio-economic 

citizenship - has provoked a strong reaction in which the opponents of reform have 

"unfailingly made" three common or typical arguments.  Hirschman labels these three 

lines of argument "the perversity thesis", the "futility thesis" and the "jeopardy 

thesis". According to the perversity thesis, attempts to reform the institutions of 

society may have unintended perverse consequences in the sense that they exacerbate 

the very conditions the reformers are seeking to remedy.  Put differently, "... the 

attempt to push society in a certain direction will result in its moving all right, but in 

the opposite direction" (Hirschman, 1991, p.11).  By contrast, the futility thesis 

predicts that reforms will simply have no effect - they will "fail to make a dent".  

Finally, the jeopardy thesis ... asserts that the proposed change, though perhaps 

desirable in itself, involves unacceptable costs or consequences of one sort or another" 

(Hirschman, 1991, p.81). 



Although he relates these theses to the issue of the development of citizenship, 

Hirschman makes it clear that they can apply to any significant non-incremental 

reform initiative.  Moreover, they would seem to strategically affect the dissonance 

that arises when a “progressive”hope group is able to take advantage of an opportunity 

to advance its goals.   

For the members of this type of hope group, dissonance will arise from the 

cognition that this window of opportunity will soon close. Their opponents will thus 

seek to enhance this dissonance by interpreting delays and setbacks as evidence that 

their reform proposals are subject to the futility thesis.  The aim of these arguments 

will be to demoralize and demean their "progressive" efforts at reform and weaken the 

belief in the possibility of effective reform that holds these hope groups together.    

The “reactionary” groups opposing these initiatives will experience dissonance 

from the cognition that they might be "judged by history" for their failure to mobilize 

sufficient resistance to block them.  To reduce this dissonance they may look to their 

own members to rationalize their resistance efforts by repeating to one another variants 

of the jeopardy thesis that their failure to mount and sustain effective resistance may 

damage cherished institutions and values.  

For those "sympathetic pragmatists" who are prepared to allow the progressive 

hope group to take advantage of its opportunity, dissonance will arise from the 

cognition that this may result in the policy process being pushed too fast and too far in 

a particular direction.  This source of dissonance may be increased by perversity 

arguments.  These will often be directed by the “reactionary” opponents of reform to 

its pragmatic supporters. As Hirschman (1991) points out these arguments will be 

more "reasonable" in tone than jeopardy or futility arguments.  They aim to encourage 

pragmatists to insist on a more measured, balanced approach in which a more cautious 

approach to implementation is followed so that there is a greater opportunity for 

effective resistance to be mounted against the reform direction being advocated by the  

"progressive" hope groups. 

Although Hirschman focuses primarily on the recurrent patterns of argument 

that typify reactionary rhetoric, he also finds that the futility, perversity and jeopardy 

theses have their "progressive counterparts".  The dissonance-increasing effect the 

futility thesis has when directed at members of a "progressive" hope group, is thus 

countered by the "imminent danger thesis" that highlights the dangers of inaction and 



holds that its members need to strengthen their commitment to its reformist goals to 

stave off future threats to the sustainability of particular social systems.  In response 

to the dissonance the perversity thesis is likely to induce among their pragmatic 

supporters, progressives may invoke the "desperate predicament thesis" in which "it is 

implicitly or explicitly argued that the old order must be smashed and a new one 

rebuilt regardless of any counterproductive consequences that might ensue" 

(Hirschman, 1991, p.162).  Finally, the jeopardy thesis finds its counterpart in the 

"futility of resistance" thesis which aims to increase dissonance and weaken 

commitment within "reactionary" groups by holding that various "global megatrends" 

or "forces of history" make radical change inevitable and resistance to such change 

futile.   

 But what of the rhetoric of hate groups?  I would suggest that the rationale for 

their shared emotion is typically derived directly from the type of conspiracy theory 

referred to by Hofstadter (1965). These theories can be viewed as extreme variants of 

the jeopardy arguments advanced by "reactionary" hope groups committed to resisting 

particular reform initiatives.  There is, however, an important difference between a 

jeopardy argument and a conspiracy theory.  A typical conspiracy theory is likely to 

pass a threshold of unreasonableness beyond which it is unlikely to generate any 

response from other hope groups.  It does this by not only highlighting the damaging 

direction the policy process is being steered but also exposing the malign and 

deliberate intent behind this development. It reflects the language of outsiders who, 

having given up all hope of being able to engage in a process of autonomous politics, 

have focussed on developing the cohesion of their own network by intensifying 

paranoid beliefs their members hold with regard to the political elite.  

 This is vividly illustrated by the banner headline - "Nazi 'reforms' rip New 

Zealand - Australia next" - of The New Citizen, a publication of the Australian branch 

of a network led by Lyndon LaRouche, a some time US presidential candidate and 

long time conspiracy theorist.  A cursory scrutiny of this document conveys 

something of the flavour of its rhetoric (The New Citizen, 1997, p.1): 

The reports of New Zealand's economic success are all lies.  The only 

'freedom' in the country is that enjoyed by financiers and speculators to loot 

the stored-up wealth created by generations of New Zealanders past, just as 

the Nazis wrung wealth from the very bodies of their victims in the 

concentration camps. . . . .As we show these health care 'reforms' are killing 



people!  Thus, by the standards by which the victorious Allies hung Nazi war 

criminals at Nuremberg - that they 'knew or should have known' that their 

policies were responsible for mass murder- can, and must be applied to those 

responsible for what is now taking place in New Zealand (original emphasis). 

Apart from the unintended irony in the deployment of the Nazi metaphor by a devotee 

of a leader notorious , according to Stern (1996, p.76), for his frequent expression of 

anti-semitic sentiments, the most striking feature of this rhetoric is its absolute 

"unreasonableness". 

 Indeed the development of such theories and the accumulation of "proofs" that 

some elite group has not slackened in its conspiratorial quest for domination not only 

strengthens the solidarity of particular hate groups, but also appears to be the 

characteristic endeavour shared in common by a wide variety of such groups.  

Whether the object of outrage and hatred is the "Great Satan" of the Muslim zealot or 

the "Zionist Occupation Government" of the "Christian patriot", the "valence" of these 

emotions can always be intensified by the latest twist to the group's pet conspiracy 

theory.  Stern (1996, p.45) emphasizes this point in his study of the American militia 

movement: 

Go to a militia meeting and pick up the literature.  There are charts of 'The 

Conspiracy to Rule the World', showing the House of Rothschild 

connected to the London's Hellfire Club, the Hellfire Club connected to 

Oxford, Oxford to the Bilderbergers, the Bilderbergers to the Federal 

Reserve, the Federal Reserve to the United Nations.  (With over seventy 

well known  and obscure American and British groups represented, you 

can connect the lines and follow the links between the Socialist Workers 

Party, the Rand Corporation, the 'House of Rockefeller', the Mafia, and the 

New School for Social Research.)  You may also find literature from the 

Liberty Lobby, the Populist Party, the Christian Patriots, the Posse 

Comitatus, Christian Identity Groups, Bo Gritz, the John Birch Society, 

and the Ku Klux Klan.  This rich compost of conspiracy theory and hate 

has fermented on the fringes of America for decades.  The ideas found in 

all these right-wing groups have not faded away.  They have been reborn 

as part of the militia movement.  This time around, the ideas are more 

dangerous, for their proponents are heavily armed. 



 The last sentence here merits further comment.  It seems that the conspiracy theories 

disseminated by hate groups (most commonly nowadays through the Internet) can 

produce an action tendency toward violence by reducing the dissonance their 

members experience as a result of having this action tendency.  They supply "reasons" 

why violent action may be legitimate and they can intensify the rage that can in 

certain circumstances spill over into these actions.  It should be emphasized that this 

phenomenon would not be confined to groups on the extreme right of the political 

spectrum.  A similar amalgam of conspiracy-mongering and "rage against the system" 

emerged among the disparate groups protesting against "globalization" outside the 

meetings of the World Trade organization in Seattle in 1999.     

 While the rhetoric of both hope and hate groups is typically emotive and may, 

in some cases, be sufficient to produce their characteristic action tendencies without 

face-to-face interaction between their members, it would seem that this type of 

interaction provides a mechanism by which the emotional energy of members can be 

enhanced and invested in further interaction.  This interactive mechanism must now 

be considered.  

 
The Development of Emotional Energy Through Interaction Rituals.  

 In his (1993) article, Randall Collins has analyzed the main features of what he calls 

an "interaction ritual" (IR) that is "successful" in the sense that it augments the 

reserves of "emotional energy" that the members of a group need to draw on if they 

are to maintain the action tendencies associated with the emotions they share in 

common.  According to Collins an interaction can only be successful in this sense if it 

passes two important thresholds.  The first is a "threshold of boundedness".  This is 

likely to be passed in interactions within both hope and hate groups since their 

members will hold the set of beliefs that give rise to their shared emotion with a level 

of emotional energy that is high enough to be observable. A person who does not have 

the passion of other hope group members or the rage of other hate group members 

will find it more difficult to interact within these groups than Kuran's (1990) theory of 

preference falsification seems to suggest.  It will be hard to "keep up an act", 

continuously "fooling" other members about their lack of emotional intensity and, 

even if they succeed in this falsifying strategy, they will derive no satisfaction from a 

sense of belonging to these groups.  A culture of passion or rage can therefore 

function as a selection mechanism, screening out those participants who do not 



genuinely share their group's beliefs.  The boundedness of these groups may thus be 

enhanced over time by the selective effect of this culture.  

 The second threshold that must be passed for successful IRs to occur is what 

Collins terms a "threshold of density". This threshold is passed when at least two 

persons are close enough for a sufficient period of time to ensure that they can be 

moved by one another's passion or rage.   Frequent, face-to-face, interactions could be 

regarded as having a high density in this sense.  I would suggest that there may be 

some substitution between this threshold and the overall emotiveness of a group's 

rhetoric.  The "conspiracy rhetoric" of hate groups may thus be so strongly emotive 

that their density thresholds may be relatively low.  It may, for example, be possible 

for lone individuals to be moved to higher levels of rage by simply communicating 

with other members across the internet.   

The passion to advance the goals of a hope group such as the reformist 

"advocacy coalition" (Sabatier, 1991) that led the reconstruction of economic policy 

in New Zealand between 1984 and 1993 (See Kelsey, 1995; Easton, 1997; Wallis, 

1999) may, however, require denser interaction to develop along the lines described 

by Collins.  Kelsey (1995) has made the following reference to apparently high 

density threshold sustained by this hope group: 
In a country like New Zealand with a government circle as small as that in Wellington 

and a business community where directorships and commercial activities were closely 

interlocked, conspiracies and graft were not necessary.  Like-minded people and 

agencies, constantly interacting with one another in business and social settings, had 

much the same effect (p.75). 

These dense interactions were necessary since the reformist rhetoric of this hope 

group would generally be less emotive than that of a typical hate group. 

 Collins argues that once the thresholds of boundedness and density are passed 

in a particular IR, the participating group's focus of attention and common emotional 

mood will go through a short term cycle of increase and mutual stimulation until a 

point of emotional satiation is reached.  The interaction will leave each participant 

with an "energetic afterglow" that "gradually decreases over time" so that individuals 

have an incentive to reinvest their emotional energy in subsequent interactions.  It 

may therefore accumulate across IRs so that individual members may build up "a 

long-term fund" (Collins, 1993, p.212) of passion or rage by repeated participation in 

successful IRs.  It is this fund that can be drawn on to counter the emotional 



component of the dissonance they experience as they seek to sustain the "action 

tendencies" they share with other group members. 

 The action tendency toward violence that is cultivated and sustained within 

hate groups must be of some concern to policymakers.  The observation that their 

members do not all have to frequently meet together in one place and that they are 

"leaderless networks" in which individual members can commit acts of violence 

without necessarily being "called" to such action by the public front persons would, if 

anything, make concerns about their prevalence even greater.  With reference to the 

1995 bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah Building in Oklahoma City, Stern (1996) 

reports that various prominent militia figures were not only able to avoid blame for 

this incident but were also able to place the blame squarely back on the "Zionist 

Occupation Government" that figures so prominently in their demonology.  The 

proliferation of such hate groups is clearly of grave concern.  This paper does not 

offer any easy answers to this problem or the deeper weaknesses in democracy it 

symptomizes.  A clearer articulation of just what it is trying to achieve may be 

advanced if its main arguments are located within the broader theoretical quest that 

has perhaps been most notably pursued by Albert Hirschman. 

 
IV. CONCLUSION 

 
A number of the ideas Albert Hirschman has advanced in his life-long quest to 

enhance the contribution economists can make to studying phenomena that cut across 

disciplinary boundaries would seem to be relevant to the analysis of hope and hate 

groups in this paper.  In the first place, its examination of the effect emotions such as 

hope and hatred could have on political behavior was motivated by a similar concern 

to that which lay behind Hirschman's (1977) book "The Passions and the Interests".  

In this book Hirschman argued that a gradual impoverishment of economic thought 

has occurred as it has moved away from the psychological concepts that underlay that 

tradition in which eighteenth century writers on economics were concerned with the 

effect of the passions as well as the interests on behavior. 

 However, despite this and other criticisms that Hirschman has directed at 

mainstream economic theory, he has maintained a largely revisionist approach, 

arguing that only relatively parsimonious modifications need to be made to rational 

choice theory in those cases where "something is sometimes to be gained by making 



things more complicated" (1985, p.5).  A similar revisionist approach that seeks to 

extend the scope of a priori deductive economic reasoning is evident in Elster's 

(1998) theory of the emotions.  Table 1 summarizes the ways in which this theory can 

be applied to differentiate the key aspects of hope and hate group behavior. 

 But what are the policy implications of this analysis?  In his book "Shifting 

Involvements" (1982), Hirschman argued that a study of destructive passions that can  

Table 1: Hope and Hate Groups Compared 
 

 Hope Groups Hate Groups 

Core beliefs The advancement of the 

group's goals is 

worthwhile and possible 

A malign policy elite is 

deliberately structuring the 

policy process to deny the 

group the opportunity to 

advance their goals or 

protect their interests. 

Emotional energy An observable passion to 

advance the group's goals 

is developed through 

interaction between 

members. 

An observable rage against 

the policy elite is 

developed through 

interaction between 

members. 

Action tendencies - Entrepreneurial 

alertness 

- Perseverance 

- Interaction with 

members to reduce 

dissonance 

- Retaliation against 

conspirators 

- Interaction with 

members to reduce 

dissonance 

Rhetoric Progressive vs reactionary 

theses. 

Conspiracy theory. 

Purpose of rhetoric Increase dissonance of 

pragmatists and opponents 

Reduce dissonance from 

political alienation and 



and reduce dissonance of 

members. 

violent acts. 

 
 

be released by some forms of collective action may be useful since "to achieve a 

better understanding of pathological behavior means, to some extent, to bring it under 

control" (p.134).  A similar claim could be made for the type of a priori deductive 

analysis of hope and hate groups conducted in this paper. 

 In a later book, "The Rhetoric of Reaction" (1991), Hirschman sought to 

understand how the development of an intransigent pattern of progressive-reactionary 

rhetoric and the pervasive climate of anxiety that prevails in societies experiencing the 

social dislocation associated with structural economic adjustment could jeopardize the 

formation of the social capital that needs to be drawn on in processes of democratic 

deliberation.  The proliferation of hate groups described in this paper can be regarded 

as a particular severe symptom of this condition.  Unfortunately this condition is not 

subject to any "quick fix".  As Hirschman (1991, pp. 169-70) has pointed out: 
A people that only yesterday was engaged in fratricidal struggles is not likely to settle 

down overnight to those constructive give-and take deliberations.  Far more likely, there 

will initially be agreement to disagree, but without any attempt at melding the opposing 

points of view - that is indeed the nature of religious tolerance.  Or, if there is discussion, 

it will be a typical 'dialogue of the deaf' - a dialogue that will in fact long function as a 

prolongation of, and a substitute for, civil war.  Even in the most 'advanced' democracies, 

many debates are, to paraphrase Clausewitz, a 'continuation of civil war with other 

means'.  Such debates, with each party on the lookout for arguments that kill, are only too 

familiar from democratic politics as usual.  There remains then a long and difficult road 

to be traveled from the traditional internecine, intransigent discourse to a more 

'democracy-friendly' kind of dialogue.  

Perhaps the best that can be hoped for is that the participants in the policy process pay 

more attention to "the cultivation of the virtues" (MacIntyre, 1981).  In particular, a 

more "democracy-friendly" dialogue is likely to emerge from the cultivation of the 

virtue of "reasonableness". This view has been advanced by Barber (1984, p.127) who 

asserts that: 
The word reasonable bespeaks practicality.  It suggests that persons in conflict have 

consented to resolve their differences in the absence of mediating common standards, to 

reformulate their problems in a way that encompasses their interests (newly and more 

broadly conceived) even while it represents the community at large in a new way.  "Well, 



I guess that's reasonable," admits an adversary who has not gotten his way but has been 

neither coerced or cajoled into the agreement he has consented to.  He is neither victor 

nor loser; rather he has reformulated his view of what constitutes his interests and can 

now "see" things in a new manner. 

The cultivation of this virtue cannot be expected of hate groups since they are 

distinctly identifiable by the unreasonableness of their rhetoric.  However, the climate 

of anxiety and rhetorical intransigence in which such groups flourish may be 

ameliorated to the extent that the leadership of hope groups seek to encourage debate, 

to relax the norms of "political correctness" (Loury 1994), to allow the expression of 

dissent and to strive to forge from conflicting views some common and yet creative 

conception of how the public interest is affected by the issues at hand.  This would 

seem to part of the process through which there can emerge a greater incidence of  

what Burns (1978) described as moral leadership.  This is the force that though 

"closely influenced by particular local, parochial, regional, and cultural forces" is able 

to "find a broadening and deepening base" from which "to reach out to widening 

social collectivities to establish and embrace 'higher' principles and values"(Burns, 

1978, p.429).  This would seem to provide a reasonable standard against which the 

moral failure of the intransigent hope and hate groups described in this paper can be 

evaluated. 
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