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ABSTRACT

Designed to investigate verbal aggression in State of
the Union messages during times of war and peace, this study
attempted to devise a methed for quantitatively analyzing verkal
aggression in public, political communication and to describe and
explain the relationship of verbal aggression in State of the Union
messages to the existence of war (vartime/non-wartime) and issues
context (domestic/foreign). Results indicated that presidents tend to
use more verbal aggression during wartime than non~wartime periods,
that verbal aggression appears in greater proportion in foreigp than
domestic contexts during both wartime and non-wartime, that there is
proportionally more verbal aggression in a foreigm context during
vartime than in a foreign context during non-wartime, and that verbal
aggression in a domestic context does not appear to vary in
proportion from wartime to non-wartime. (RB)
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&lthourh & zreat deal of amnirical research has dealt with the
phenomenon of human aggression, a relatively small proportion of it
has focused on aggression in its verbal form, Researchers investigating
verbal agiressior have done so through e primarily social psychological
nerspective, and have confines ihelr explovaticns to individuals or class~
es of individuals, as opoocsed to types or classes of comrunication, Rke-
search settings and cormunication modes have been controlled, inter-
personal, avd ron-nublic,

vior ko this study, no method has existed for quantitatively

analyziug verbal z2pgression in chie public speaking conteit, Such
a technique appears to be especially valuable in the area of public,
s~litical -orwnuication, The term political is used here in the sense
of governmental function rvather than nartisan politics,

Some of tae most influential political addresses are those given
by the Fresident of the United States. Armong these the anrual Ctate
of the Unilon messaces are of naramount national and internaticnal
importance since they include statements of past, present, and future
United Ctates domestic and foreign policy. In addition they often
both reflect aad create the political/ economic/ social tenor of this

nation,

Soo 5O L

The purpose of this study was, therefore, two-fold, First, it

Q@ attcmpted';o devise a method for quantitatively analyzing verbal.
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agpression in public, political cormunication., Secondly, it endecavored
to descride and ewplain the relationship of verbal agg=~ssion in State

(R &)

ol the Unien messa

e-«n

ces to the cexistence of war (warcime/non-warctime) and
iscues conteur {(domestic/forveian In addition, an effort was made to
e - L L R S LG i A ) . < L y Cis L L SRS I LIE L&)

determine if individval Tresidents waintain vorbal aggression “rorms'

during both wartime and non-wartime,
vy\o ANT q
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Independent Variables

Two indopendent variebles wore investigated in terms of theirx
clationship to verbal aggressios in State of the Union mescages: war-

time/non-wartime chronolegical poriods:

)

domestic/foreinn iscues context,

L3

fs adefined by A Dictionary of the focial Sciences, 'War iay denote

a coclally recognized clituation in which armed hostilities of consider-
able masnitude ave conducted rore or less continuously between two or
wmore nations, states, or governwonte,” This definfition cncorpasses both
“dcclared and undeclared wars, the Zorean couflict being an example of
the latter, Th2 reavirement that horctilities be of conciderable magni-
tude encludes such minor nilitary enragements and police actions as the

s

Darbary Coast incidents of the ¢

[
o

w1y 12th century and the Dominican Re-
public confrontetion in 1765, MNon-varkime was defined as those chronoloz-
ical periods during which the Uniied Ctates was not engaged in armed

hostilitics ol o considerable masnitude,

Foreipn context was defined for this study as meaning that the

subjecte or issues being spoker about were related to Individuals, groups,
ot systens e:isting‘outside the territorial boundaries of the United States,
Domestic context‘mcaus thac: the subjécts,ot issucs being spoken about ate’f
By re1aucﬁ inz_to lﬂdiVldU&lo, ‘toups'Or sys Léms‘existing inside the ter-
o : B - e

, [£RJ!: ‘/ritorial,boundar es of the United Gtate InfaCCOIdance:with thC5C;"‘
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definitions, 17 a subject or issue dealt with individuals, groups, or
Systems afiiliatced with both the Urnited States and other natione, it

wac considercd as being in a Joveign contesnt

Dependent Variable

The dependent variable being measured in this study was verbal

agaression. Verbal aggrecsion was defined as Ya verbal messace per-
ceived by an obscrver as being roxious; and which has a recoouizable

source, target, and attitude/action statewent® The source is the

origin ci the verbally agorescive act (in this cace the President as

"~

the aggressor or ac the vepresentative of the agprescing iaction)., The

target is thte recipient or intended vecipient of the aggressive action,
- 'S b

Attitude/action statements vefleet aggressive attitudes, deccribe agpressive

actiong, or beoth,

e

Suring his investipation, this rvescarcher discovered that a tense
foctor existed in verbal apgression usegze., In other werds, a threat
may be implicitly couched in the recounting of past physical aggression,
Tircc no rescarch supports or denics this intuitive speculation, and 1its
investigation wac beyond the puzview of this study, all tenses were con-
sidered to be in che present mode,

Contemporavy agpression theory cxplains the dynamice of aggression

as the inferaction of two psycholonical componenis, instigation to

-

coroaccion end frhihition of orgwescion (Berkowitz, 19623 Buss, 1961),

« emrt A‘.....- b

instigetion to agaression refere to those factors which motivate an

individual to commit an ~ggressive act, physical or verbal, Inhibition

e Gt e st

of agg ressfon nay be defined as those factors acting against a paxticular

aggressive act directed at a particular Laroet. Verbal aagression is
’detcrmlned then by the relative utrﬂngth or weakness of those factors

‘3~'i.utiﬁatin3 and iphibitino'it" prression.; 
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The basic verbal aggvescion paradigm used in this study was that
of Buss (15%1), Turs coucepiualizes verbal asgrecsiorn as takin

formo:rcjection »nd threat, Rejeciion labels the victin as "aversive,

bad, or unvanted,”’ Threat is ‘a responsce that symbolizes, substitutes
for, or is anticipatory of subsoruent attack,”

T~ ocvder to better operationalize the verbal aggression construct,
a sub-cotegory cystem baced on the Bus: rejection/threat medel was formulat-
ed., This was accorplished throuch cynthesis of verbal aggrecsion categories
used in previous ctudics (icflelland and ipicella, 1945; lortimer, 1856,
Mosher, 1233; liesher and Procnza, 19CT; Schelling, 1960; Thibaut and

2+ UValiovs, Peavece & Dahmg, 1957 Wotring, 1671},

Verbal Agoression fcale

REJECTION

1, Dismissal- thc source of the verbal aggression demands,
roouosts, or states a desire for withdrawal of the target
tself, or the cessation of specified activities,

2. Hostile Remark- a direct statement of a cognitive
negative attitude toward the target itself.

3. Criticism= a direct statement of a cognitive negative
attitude toward possessions oy actions of the target.
1t ray also take an indirect form through the attach-
ment of descriptiva terms or labels implying negative
attitudes toward possession or actions of the tarvget.,

-+ Derogation- a direct or indirect statement of cognitive
negetive attitude toward characterictics of the terget
These characteristics may be valuc‘ attitudes, beliefs,
2tc,, or anything of a highly pe onal nature,

THREAT

1. Explicit Offense~ any action (military, political,
cconomic, cte,) directed toward the tacget by the
sourea,

2. Explicit Defense~ any action taken to repulse, stop,
' or inhibit undesirable infringements (of beliefs,
policies, ideals, ctc,) or encroachments (attcmpts
to. invade territory or dcstroy or. confiscatc possessions,
by the tar et. o
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3. Implicit Offensec- past, prosent or future capability
or potential to take offensive action., Capability
here refers to the attitude or activity nccessary for
offensive action, whereas potential vefers to the
physical meanc for offensive action.

4. Implicit Defense- past, prescent, or future capability
or potential to take defensive measures, Capability
and potentiel are defined as in implicit offense,

The content velidity of the {oregeing verbal agsression scale was

topefully cstablished by: £1) reviewing current aggression theory
in order to determine which kinds of verbal behavior constitute
agegressive acts {2) ascertaining vhich sub-categorices of verbal
aggression are applicable to publiic, political communication through
examnation of previous verbal asgression research {3) a pilot study
which was undertaken to assess the practical uiility of the verbal
agoression catesory system,

Coding veliablity scores for the scale are presented in the

following table:

TABLE 1

Coding Reliability for Verbal Agzression fcale
¥

Decision Level Inter~Coder Test=-Retest
Lgpression/tlon-Agpression +15 +.91
Rejection/Threat {f .92 41,00
Aggression '

Overall Categeory R : 11 4,86

- System v
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METHOD AHD PROCEDURE

Mothodolopy

The geneval analytical techaique cmployed was content analysis,
Paisley (1907} defines content analycis as follows:

Content analysis is a phase of information-nrocessing in

which communication content is transformed, through objective

and syctematic application of categorization rules, into data

that cen be surmarized and compared,
EEpcedure

Cince analysic of the complete corpus of State of the Union messages
vas impractical, sampling procedurce was cmployed., The universe from
which the semples werce drawn consisted of all wartime and non-wartime
State of the Union messages delivered by Presidents whose tenure of
oifice included both wavtime and non-wartime periods, Although limiting
the population tospecific Presidents and particular wars, this procedure

allowed for Presidents to be matched with themselves, thus contyolling

for idiosyncratic use of verbal agpression, Table 2 indicates which

vartim® noriods wer- nsed. ir the ¢ tudy,

A ™
TADLE 2

U, 8, Vartine Periods

3534 Bapgiuning Date Ending Date
Var ol 1812 June 13, 1312 December 24, 1814
ilexican Uar ray 13, 1846 Februavy 2, 1843
Spanish fmerican War April Z1, ig20 Lugust 12, 18¢¢
World Yar I Chvril &, 1917 November 11, 1913
World Var IT ‘ December 7, 1541 Ceptember 2, 1945
Zorean ilar : L June 27, 1550 ~July 27, 1953

 Vietnam Yar S e Mid-1962 i  Mid-1973
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Table 3 shows which President's mescages were analyzed.

T4BLE 2

Unrtirce ~od flon=usrtine State of the Union Messages

“resident Martime lessage Non-wartime messapes
Madison ¢ 459,0C 1,2,3,7,8

Polk 2,2 1,4

McKinley 2 1,30

Uilson 5 1,2,3,4,6,7,8,
Roosevelt, F.,b, 2, 10, 11, 12 1,2,2,4,5,06,7,8
Truman 6,7,8 1,2,3,4,5

Eisenhower 1 2,3,4,5,6,7-,8,9
Kennedy 3 1,2

The texts of these speeches were obtained either from Israel's (1568)

compilation of State of the Union messages or from the Congressional

Record.

A multi-stage random sampling technique, too detailed for presentat-
ion here, recsulted in 96 wartime and ¢¢ non-wartime ‘message units”
for each President,

At this point it may be necessary to explain “unitizing’., Simply

stated, it is the process of dividing written or spoken messages into

units for purposes of analysis, Holsti (1969) classifies units of

analysis as recording units and context units, Recording units are

the'spccificfsegment.Of contcnt that 1is to be codéd by placing it in‘

an given category (1n this caqc, a v;rbal aggresston sub-category).

iReCOrding unit level (word, sentcnce, paragraph etc.; will vary



.“1

-

necording to the rvount of informatiorn necessary to satisfy the purpose
end design of each individual research projects The recording unit used
in this ctudy was the *thought group'’ as characterized by four types of
grarmatical structure: the independent cliuse; the non-restrirtive de-
pendent clause: the adverbial dependent clause; and the verbal phrase,

#

- context unit is the largest bLody of content that may be searched

to characterize a recording unit, in other words, meaning may often be

derived only from viewing a recording unit n context, The context

unit for this study was the paragraph,

Cuantitative description of communication content neccessitates the
use of some system of enumeration. Psychological variables such ac verbal
aggression may be measured by frequency of occurance and degree of in-
tensity, Not only do content analysts disagree as to the necessity for

but '
neasurement on both lcvclahthis rescarcher seriously questioned the
validity of several studies vhose verbal agoression categories werc
scaled on vaguely explained ovdinal intensity heiravchys, Consequently,

“message units' were coded in the verbal aggression categories according

to their frequency of occurance only.

RESEADCH AUESTIONMS /HUPCTHESES/RESULTS

Research questiort If war creates a sitvation highly instigatina to
aggression, will there be more verbal aggression durin: wartime than

non-wartime?

le There is a signiflcantly greater proportion of verbal aggression
in State of the Union messages during wartime than non-wartime,

Results:  With N=8, the Uilcoxon matched-pairs signcd—tank test
supported Hy at the p g .C05 level of significance,

BRI A v 7 Provided by R
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Research question: 1% there is a higher proporticn of verbal aggression

during wartime than non-wartime is it generalized or divected toward the

source of instigation?

H,t There is a siznificantly greator proportion of verbal agpression
2 [ o p p (&)
in a forcign context than a domestic context in wartime State of
the Union messages,

o

]

csulits: With N=8, the one-tajiled Wilcoxeon ratched~pairs signed ranks

test supported H? at the p < ,005 level of sienificance.

nesecarch questions If H2 is true, that still doesn't prove that verbal
aggression is dirccted toward the source of instipation, eupecially if
the same hypothaesis holds true for non-wavtime. Is there more verbal
agsression in foreign than domestic context during non-wartime?
H3: There is a significantly greater proportion of verbal agpression
In a foreign context than a domestic context in non-wartime
State of the Union messages,

Results: {ith =8, the one-tailed Uilcoxon matched-pairs sipned-ranks

test supported i, at the p ¢ 01 level of significance,

Research question: If H3 is true, it indicates that there is more

verbal aggression in foreign than domestic contexts during both wartime
end non-wartime. If the verbal agpression is directed toward the source
of instigation, will therc be more verbal aggression in a foreign con-
text during wartime than non-wartime?

H,: There is@sisnificantly greater proportion of verbal agpression

in State of the Union messages in a foreign context during war-
time than in a foreign context during non-wartime,

e e

Reguits: Uith N=8, the one-tailed Uilcoxon matched-pairs signed ranks

test supported “6 at the p < .005 level of significance,

e
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fesenrce I, is true, it only demonstratcs that verbal

P

QgETess i Ly 1 towaed the cource of instigation il the same is

ot tvuc of verbal ageression in 2 domestic context duvine wartime and

Hes thewe is o sienificant diffﬁrhqcc betwecn the proportion o” verbal
agpression in Dtate of the Union messagas in a domestiec context
during wartine and in a domestic contexc during non-wartime,

Results: ith M=3, the tvo-tailed 'ilcoxon matchied-pains signed-rank

test failed to support li.,
J

ggpqh.qgigp{gg:lf H? and Hq are true, it would suggest that the
resident was somevhat innibited about using verbal aggression in e
domectic context, oven duving nen-wartime, If 1y is true, it would

apncar that Presidents are reluctant to use verbal aggression in a foreign
context during nou-vartinme., Sirce rescarch suggests that threat is disapproe-
ed of wore than rejeciion {Hosher, 19603 Hesher & Proenza, 1958), and
Presidents are irhibited when speaking in a domestic context, the follow-

ing two hypotheses should be supnorted,

w2

1,: “heve ic cisnificently nmore rejoction then threat in a domestic
. .
conteuxt in wartime Ctate of fhe Union messages.
Results: Vhen wsing the Uilcoxon matched-pajvs signed-ranks test, all

ties of raw scores ave dropped from the anelysis.  The M is reduced
accordingly, Tonsequently, three of the secores

wvere dropped from analysis, rvedueiny the ! from 5 to 5. UVith an ' as
low as &, the ''Llcexon test cannot be used to test hypathescs, lowever,

the usable data guogest support for 1l

DRI S Byl .

G

~

Iyt there is sigrificently more rejection than threat in a dsmestic
‘context in non-wartime State of the Union mc“uagos

esulitssy Since thcrc wete two thes in the raw scove, I was reduced

 ;[£RJ!:  "rpm58‘t6,3. dxtq h 5 6, the ore-tailed Uilcoxon matéhcd-pair;rsigncd—

RRROMEA v et Provided by ric [
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Jesenveh avestion: L7 tyne of verbnl zpcression (velection or threat)

i

is an inhibiting factor, and durine wartime instigation is high and

1

Inhibition low, will threat be used more thon rejecciorn

e
par)

o forcien

ol

v
i
»

context during vartimes

Hot There is sipnificantly morxz threat than rejeetion in o foreign
content in wartime Ctate of the Unien wessages.,

fesules: Vith N = 3, the one-tailed Wilcoxon matched=-pairs signed-ranks
test supported i, at » < ,925 level of significance.

Acscarch guesticn: Hy is meaningful only if the same hypothesis is not
true during non~wartine, when inhibition cbout using aversive formms of

vayvael

N

giression toward other mations is very high,

Hg: There is a significant difference in thic frequency of occuirence
cction in o foreign context in non-wartime State

nges

Results: Vith il = § the two-taillced U'ilcoxon matched-pairs signed-ranks

test failed to support Hg.

Sascareh question:: Berlovits (1202) suzonis that individuals differ

in thely wee of verbal 2rnzression,  Cone individuzals have & greater

propensity Ior verbal aggression than others, and this aggressive personality

el

trait apnears to remain consistent {rom situaticn to situation., There-
fore, shouldn't the red comparative verbal aggression level among
Jresidents stay the same during both wartime and ron-wartine

¢ There is a significant positive rank corrclation between individual

President's proporticnate usc of verbal aggression in State of the
Union messages during wartinme and non-wartire,

H
10

Results: With !'=0, the one-tailed Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficient

did not support Hyy o lHowever, a rank correlation coefficient of 52

s f;t%:n';,‘ari ic eonsxdcrcd to be fairly substantial,
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desults indicate thot Procidents tend to use movre verbal acrrossion

co
during wartime than non-wartime. Verbal aggression appcars in oreater
proportion in Zoweign than domestic contexts during both wartime and non-
wartime; hovever, there is proportionally more verbal aggression in a
foreign context during wartime than in a foveign context during non-wartime.
Yerbal aggression in a domestic context does not appear to vary in proportion
from wartire to non-wartimc;

Uhen speaking in a domestic context, Presidents use move rcjection
than threat during both wartime and non-wartine, During wartime, Presidents
use more threat than rejection wher speaking in a foreign context., The use
of rejection and thrent does not appear to differ in a foreipn context
durine non-wartine,

The cristence or non~cxistence of a major military conflict does not

~ o~

appear to ailect the verbal aggression ranlh of Presidents when they are

compared to each other, Those vho ~re high in verbal agoression during
“wartime are also high during non-wartime, and those who are low during

wartime arc also low during non-wartime.
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