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The present study examined whether individuals’ current political worldviews would bias
perceptions of historical information gathered over the course of their lifetime. Kent State
University students from 1995 and 2000 reported their political ideologies (e.g., conserva-
tive, liberal) and responded to items assessing their culpability and global attributions
about the shooting of demonstrators by the National Guard at Kent State in 1970. The
1995 data revealed consistent support for biased responding to culpability and global attri-
bution items. The 2000 data replicated the political ideology differences of the 1995 data.
However, by including knowledge of the incident as an independent variable, the 2000
data revealed that the political ideology bias was strongest among people reporting high
knowledge about the event.

The very ink with which all history is written is
merely fluid prejudice

—Mark Twain

Our subjective view of the world affects the way we subsequently process
information relevant to that worldview. In other words, rather than objectively
examining all the facts and evidence before solidifying an overarching world-
view, we often examine the facts through glasses that are already tinted by preex-
isting beliefs, attitudes, and ideologies. For anecdotal evidence of this effect, one
need only open history books and read the opposing accounts of events such as
the arrival of Christopher Columbus in the New World, President John F.

1Part of this research was presented at the second annual meeting of the Society for Personality
and Social Psychology, San Antonio, Texas, February 2001.
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63119. E-mail: hulsizer@webster.edu
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Kennedy’s assassination, and the Watergate scandal of Richard Nixon’s White
House.

In their seminal study, Hastorf and Cantril (1954) provided an empirical dem-
onstration of this phenomenon. They showed that Princeton and Dartmouth stu-
dents perceived the events of an important and rough football game between the
two rivals very differently. Ratings of the number of infractions committed by
each team suggested that Princeton students saw a game in which Princeton play-
ers were victims of the aggressive thuggery perpetrated by the Dartmouth play-
ers. Dartmouth students, of course, saw just the opposite. Presumably, students at
each school believed or wanted to believe that their own team would exhibit
good sportsmanship during the course of the game. Thus, any ambiguous inci-
dent during the game was interpreted as being consistent with students’ views of
their own team.

A well-known study that exemplifies the tendency for people to be biased
by their prior attitudes was conducted by Lord, Ross, and Lepper (1979).
Participants were asked to evaluate mixed scientific information. Scientific
studies that confirmed participants’ attitudes were rated more positively than
were studies that disconfirmed participants’ attitudes. Lord et al. termed this phe-
nomenon biased assimilation and suggested that it was associated with attitude
polarization, the tendency for participants to perceive that their attitudes had
become stronger (i.e., more extreme) as a result of reading the mixed infor-
mation.

Numerous conceptual replications of Lord et al.’s (1979) study have been
conducted in psychology laboratories (e.g., Edwards & Smith, 1996; McHoskey,
1995; Miller, McHoskey, Bane, & Dowd, 1993; Munro & Ditto, 1997; Zuwerink
& Devine, 1996). In these studies, researchers typically provide college under-
graduates with materials about a social issue or event (e.g., death penalty,
President Kennedy’s assassination). The materials are often crafted in such a way
that the “correct” interpretation is open to debate. Researchers then examine
whether participants assimilate information in a manner consistent with their par-
ticular worldviews. Studies of this nature have consistently confirmed the biased-
assimilation effect reported by Lord et al.

Although demonstrations of biased assimilation in psychological laboratories
have been numerous, it has only been recently that researchers have begun to
examine participants’ evaluations of current events as they are unfolding. For
example, Munro et al. (2002) examined participant reactions during the first 1996
U.S. Presidential debate between Bill Clinton and Bob Dole. They found that,
compared to Dole supporters, those who were leaning toward Clinton prior to the
debate thought that Clinton provided stronger arguments during the debate and
were more likely to report that Clinton won the debate.

Ahluwalia (2000) conducted a field study to examine biased assimilation
among Clinton supporters and detractors during 9 months of the Clinton–
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Lewinsky investigation. Supporting the biased-assimilation hypothesis, Clinton
supporters were more likely to label Lewinsky as untrustworthy and were less
likely to assert that the President had lied under oath than were participants
who identified themselves as supportive of another candidate during the 1996
Presidential election. It is important to note that in both of these studies, par-
ticipants were not provided with information constructed by the researchers,
but rather, were exposed to naturally occurring real-world information as it
happened.

The nature of the stimuli utilized by Munro et al. (2002) and Ahluwalia
(2000) represent an important step in the evolution of the biased-assimilation
literature. Munro et al. brought students in to watch a live broadcast of the first
1996 Presidential debate. Ahluwalia went a step further and relied on the media
exposure participants encountered as part of their everyday lives during 9 months
of the Clinton–Lewinsky investigation. Each study provided evidence that the
biased-assimilation effect would occur when participants were exposed to more
naturalistic stimuli, as opposed to relying on the carefully constructed scenarios
typically used in prior laboratory studies.

Although the aforementioned field research has given us insights into the
short-term processing of current events, there has been a paucity of research on
the processing of real-world information gathered over the course of one’s life-
time. One approach to answering this question would be to conduct a longitudi-
nal analysis of participants’ reactions to information supplied by researchers.
Although this design would have high internal validity, it would not resemble the
actual means by which people are exposed to information throughout the course
of their lives. People are rarely exposed to all the information about a particular
event or topic during one session; but rather, receive bits and pieces of informa-
tion over the course of days, months, or even years.

The primary goal of the current research is to test whether the biased-
assimilation effect will extend to processing of historical information that has
been gathered over the course of one’s lifetime. In this way, the current research
will further extend the external validity of the biased-assimilation research, while
also shedding light on how important attitudes tend to be so resistant to change
(Munro & Ditto, 1997; Zuwerink & Devine, 1996). The biased assimilation of
historical information may be crucial in allowing people to find support for cer-
tain kinds of attitudes that are important to them (e.g., sociopolitical attitudes).
By molding our perceptions and subsequent causal inferences into a story that is
more consistent with our worldview, we resist having to change our overarching
sociopolitical attitudes in the face of potentially attitude-disconfirming informa-
tion. This revisionist view of the process by which people create meaning out of
important historical incidents may explain the disagreement and strife between
opposing sides of the political spectrum when examining the seemingly objective
evidence that “history” provides us.
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The Historical Event

The Vietnam War had and continues to have a divisive effect on American
society. This may have been most evident on college campuses during the height
of U.S. involvement in Southeast Asia. When it was announced that U.S. troops
had invaded Cambodia, protests and demonstrations occurred on many
campuses, including Kent State University. However, at Kent State (as well as
Jackson State), tension between demonstrators protesting the escalation and
National Guardsmen who had been summoned to prevent community and cam-
pus property damage escalated to tragedy. On May 4, 1970, the National Guard
opened fire on the demonstrators at Kent State, injuring nine and killing four.

In the days and years following the shootings at Kent State University,
numerous theories regarding the cause of this landmark historical event have
been proposed (e.g., Gordon, 1995; Hensley & Lewis, 2000; Kelner & Munves,
1980; Michener, 1971). For example, soon after the event, the Kent State faculty
issued a statement placing the ultimate blame on various federal, state, local, and
university officials (Hensley & Lewis, 2000). The role of the Guardsmen has also
been the focus of debate. The U.S. President’s Commission on Campus Unrest
(1970), headed by William Scranton, concluded that the rifle fire was “unneces-
sary, unwarranted, and inexcusable” (p. 289). Davies (1973) went a step further
and revealed that there was even credible evidence to suggest that the Guardsmen
had acted deliberately in retaliation for their treatment by the protesters. On the
other hand, letters to the local newspaper from residents tended to be in favor of
the mayor and the Guardsmen, asserting that they simply responded in self-
defense to the aggressive attacks of radical protesters (Casale & Paskoff, 1971).
There was even talk that a rooftop sniper had fired on the Guardsmen, thereby
causing the ensuing tragedy (Hensley & Lewis, 2000). How is it that people
came to such differing conclusions based on the same set of facts?

One potential variable that could have influenced people’s impressions of the
May 4th tragedy is political ideology. Political ideology, a complex system of
political attitudes and values, could bias the way relevant information is pro-
cessed such that it is molded and manipulated to be consistent with the overarch-
ing political ideology. It would seem to be much easier to alter the new,
potentially disconfirming information and assimilate it to one’s overarching atti-
tude than to accommodate one’s preexisting (and more complex) attitude in order
to accept the new information (Festinger, 1957).

Thus, the current research is designed to determine whether participants
assimilated information regarding the events surrounding May 4, 1970, in a
biased fashion as a function of their self-described political ideology. It is impor-
tant to note that we did not provide participants with any information about the
events surrounding the May 4th tragedy, but rather, we relied on the information
they had been exposed to during the course of their lifetime.
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Original May 4, 1970, Survey

Some of the evidence that bears on this research question was collected in a
survey of approximately 7,000 Kent State students conducted in the 7 weeks
immediately following the May 4th incident (Taylor, Shuntich, McGovern, &
Genther, 1971). The primary purpose of the original study was “to evaluate the
perceptions, feelings, attitudes, and reactions of as many students as possible,
concerning the events which took place during those first four days in May”
(Taylor et al., 1971, preface). Although the research goals were much more gen-
eral and broad-based than those of the current study, several findings warrant
discussion. First, Taylor et al. provided evidence that students’ perceptions and
opinions of the incident varied among radicals, liberals, moderates, and con-
servatives. For example, among observers of the event, 0% of radicals, 6% of
liberals, 24% of moderates, and 45% of conservatives felt that the National
Guard was under extreme provocation by the demonstrators. The same pattern of
findings was found for survey items assessing who respondents thought fired the
first shot and how justified the Guard was in firing at the demonstrators.

Although these data are rich with descriptive information, they cannot be used
to test the hypothesis that political ideology would bias people’s perceptions of
historical information collected over the course of their lifetime. First, the inter-
pretation of the findings was of a post hoc nature. Second, no hypothesis tests
were performed because of the fact that the original data were destroyed to protect
the anonymity of the respondents soon after being collected and tallied. Third,
and most importantly, to Taylor et al.’s respondents, the incident did not constitute
a historical event, but rather a current event. However, many of the same ques-
tions from the 1970 survey were used in the current research to examine whether
the same biased-assimilation pattern present in the 1970 data would replicate
itself with contemporary students, for whom the tragedy is a historical event.

Study 1

Participants in Study 1 were students at Kent State University during the
spring semester of 1995, in which the 25th anniversary of the tragedy occurred.
The survey contains a series of items assessing the demographics of the partici-
pants, culpability attributions for the tragedy, and global attributions about the
broader significance of the incident. Included among the demographic items is a
question asking survey respondents about their political ideology. It is hypothe-
sized that participants’ attributions about the Kent State shootings will differ as a
function of their political ideology. We predict that self-defined liberals will hold
beliefs and attitudes about the event consistent with the perspective that the
National Guard was to blame for the tragedy, while self-defined conservatives
will hold beliefs and attitudes that place blame on the radical protesters.
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Method

Participants. Researchers collected surveys from 730 Kent State University
students. The sample was reasonably representative of the general student popu-
lation. For example, 37.2% of the sample were under 20 years of age, 31.4%
were between 20 and 21 years, and 31.4% were over the age of 21 years. There
was a good distribution of first-year students (34.3%), sophomores (21.1%), jun-
iors (17.2%), seniors (23.3%), and graduate students (4.1%). The sample was,
however, somewhat skewed with regard to gender (67.2% female).

Procedure. Data were collected at the Kent State University main campus
(Kent, Ohio) during the 2 weeks leading up to the 25th anniversary of the May 4,
1970, tragedy. Participants were solicited from classes typically taken by
sophomores, juniors, and seniors (e.g., Child Psychology, Abnormal Psy-
chology). In addition, data collection at the University Student Center food
court was undertaken in order to solicit students who were not psychology
majors. In each case, students were instructed not to complete the survey more
than once.

Questionnaire. The anonymous survey utilized in the current study contains
several items that are virtually identical to those asked of students 25 years ear-
lier. The survey included 12 items to assess participants’ culpability attributions
about the incident. Of these questions, 4 are measured on nominal scales. These
items include, “Who do you think fired the first shot?”; “Do you believe the
Guard was about to be ‘overrun’ by demonstrators?”; “Did the Guard give a
warning before shooting?”; and “Do you believe the Guard was guilty of
murder?” The remaining 8 questions were assessed on 5-point parametric scales.
Participants were asked, “Do you feel at the time of the shooting the National
Guard was being provoked?” (1 = no provocation to 5 = extreme provocation);
and “How justified do you think the Guard was in firing at the demonstrators?”
(1 = not at all to 5 = very justified). Students were also asked to rate “the degree
to which you believe the following people were responsible for the incident on
Monday, May 4, 1970” (1 = not at all responsible to 5 = very responsible). Tar-
gets included President Nixon, Governor Rhodes, officers of the National Guard,
enlisted members of the National Guard, demonstrators, and President White
(University President at the time).

There were 5 parametric questions that assessed participants’ global attribu-
tions about the incident. Participants were asked whether they agreed (1 = dis-
agree strongly to 5 = agree strongly) that the Kent State incident and others like it
indicated a need for “increased police,” “violent revolutionary change,” and
“new and stronger restrictions against dissent.” Students were also asked whether
the “disturbances at Kent State were the result of a conspiracy of student revolu-
tionaries” and if “student unrest on campuses at that time was the result of a com-
munist conspiracy.”
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Participants also responded to demographic questions such as age, gender,
and year in college. Most importantly, they indicated their political ideologies
(radical, liberal, moderate, or conservative).

Results

Design overview. In order to test the hypothesis that participants’ culpability
attributions and global attributions would differ as a function of self-reported
political ideology, chi-square tests of independence were conducted on the fre-
quency data and MANOVAs were conducted on the parametric data. For each
analysis, political ideology was used as the independent variable.3 The three lev-
els of political ideology included in the analyses were liberals, moderates, and
conservatives. Radicals were not included in the analysis for two reasons. First,
very few people identified themselves as radicals (n = 12), as compared to liber-
als (n = 256), moderates (n = 289), or conservatives (n = 152). Second, a great
deal of variability existed among those calling themselves radicals. It is possible
that the term radical does not carry the same meaning as it did in 1970 when it
clearly described someone whose political ideology was to the left of liberal. In
1995, the term seemed to apply to anyone with extreme political views, either to
the left or to the right.

Culpability attributions. There were 12 culpability attribution measures. The
items assessing who fired the first shot, whether or not the National Guard was
about to be overrun by demonstrators, whether or not the National Guard gave
warning before firing, and whether or not the National Guard was guilty of
murder were measured on nominal scales. Chi-square tests support the
hypotheses for all of these items (Table 1). A higher percentage of conservatives
(18.1%) than moderates (11.9%) or liberals (7.5%) responded that the first
shot was fired by demonstrators, χ2(4, N = 687) = 10.90, p < .05.4 Similarly, a
higher percentage of conservatives (17.8%) than moderates (11.4%) or liberals
(10.6%) responded that the National Guard was about to be overrun by the dem-
onstrators, χ2(4, N = 695) = 14.12, p < .01. Also, a higher percentage of conser-
vatives (39.7%) than moderates (32.4%) or liberals (27.3%) believed that the
National Guard gave warning before firing, χ2(2, N = 670) = 6.53, p < .05. Con-
sequently, a higher percentage of liberals (61.7%) than moderates (41.5%) and

3A set of analyses was conducted with gender included as an independent variable. These analy-
ses generally revealed a gender main effect. This main effect can be attributed to the fact that the
political ideology of females, relative to males, was skewed toward the liberal side. Importantly, there
were no significant gender by political ideology interactions. Thus, because the researchers were
interested in studying political ideology rather than gender differences, gender was eliminated from
the reported analyses.

4The variation in the number of respondents for each analysis was because some participants
chose not to answer certain questions.
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conservatives (36.9%) believed that the National Guard were guilty of murder,
χ2(4, N = 689) = 46.99, p < .001.

There were eight items measured on parametric scales. The MANOVA
assessing the political ideology group differences on the combined set of
these eight culpability attribution measures reveals a significant difference,
F(16, 1326) = 5.14, p < .001.5 As can be seen in Table 2, univariate tests support
the hypotheses for seven of the eight items. Conservatives believed that there was
a greater amount of provocation by the demonstrators than did liberals. Conser-
vatives also reported believing that the National Guard was more justified in their
actions than did liberals. Students also differed in their assessment of responsibil-
ity as a function of political ideology. Specifically, conservatives assigned greater
responsibility to the demonstrators than did liberals; while liberals assigned

Table 1

Percentage of Study 1 Category Responses Split by Political Ideology

Political ideology

Liberal Moderate Conservative

Fired first shot χ2 = 10.90*
National Guard 88.1 82.9 78.5
Demonstrators 7.5 11.9 18.1
Other 4.4 5.2 3.4

Guard was overrun χ2 = 14.12**
Yes 10.6 11.4 17.8
No 69.7 60.6 52.6
Unsure 19.7 28.0 29.6

Guard gave warning χ2 = 6.53*
Yes 27.3 32.4 39.7
No 72.7 67.6 60.3

Guard guilty of murder χ2 = 46.99***
Yes 61.7 41.5 36.9
No 15.4 23.0 38.9
Unsure 22.9 35.5 24.2

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001, for chi-square analyses.

5The reported results from all MANOVAs use Hotelling’s trace criterion. The findings were vir-
tually identical when Wilks’s lambda or Pillai’s trace criterion was substituted.
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greater responsibility to Governor Rhodes, the officers, enlisted members of the
National Guard, and President Nixon than did conservatives. In each case, the
mean responses of moderates fell between those of liberals and conservatives.

Global attributions. The MANOVA on the five items assessing students’ glo-
bal attributions about campus and societal change reveals a significant difference,
F(10, 1346) = 3.96, p < .001. As can be seen in Table 2, univariate tests support
the hypotheses for four of the five items. Relative to liberals, conservatives

Table 2

Means of Study 1 Measures Split by Political Ideology

Political ideology

Liberal Moderate Conservative

M SD M SD M SD F

Culpability attributions
Provocation 2.63 1.05a 2.86 1.01b 3.14 1.24c 10.49***
Justification 1.57 0.99a 1.84 1.07b 2.30 1.45c 18.96***
Governor Rhodes 3.29 1.23a 3.08 1.17ab 2.87 1.23b 5.62**
Demonstrators 2.97 1.19a 3.38 1.14b 3.58 1.23b 14.48***
President White 2.92 1.14a 3.08 1.16a 2.83 1.26a 2.56
Officers 4.27 0.99a 4.15 1.00a 3.73 1.33b 12.33***
Enlisted members 3.41 1.28a 3.30 1.25a 2.93 1.32b 6.99**
President Nixon 3.30 1.28a 3.10 1.27a 2.62 1.34b 13.06***

Global attributions
Communist 

conspiracy 1.89 1.16a 2.08 1.10ab 2.26 1.17b 4.87**
Student 

revolutionaries 2.15 1.25a 2.58 1.25b 2.76 1.29b 12.75***
Increased police 2.15 1.30a 2.40 1.25ab 2.64 1.39b 6.78**
Revolutionary 

change 2.21 1.35a 2.10 1.26a 2.41 1.35a 2.69
Restrictions against 

dissent 2.25 1.26a 2.36 1.22a 2.66 1.25b 5.35**

Note. Means and standard deviations with shared subscripts are not significantly differ-
ent according to Tukey’s HSD test.
**p < .01. ***p < .001, for univariate analyses.
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reported stronger agreement that student unrest on campuses at that time was the
result of conspiracy by either communists or student revolutionaries. Moreover,
conservatives were more apt to report, relative to liberals, that the Kent State inci-
dent indicates a need for increased police and stronger restrictions against dissent.
Again, the mean responses for moderates were between those of liberals and con-
servatives.

Discussion

It was predicted that culpability and global attributions regarding the May 4th
tragedy would differ as a function of self-reported political ideology. The results
of Study 1 provide strong support for the hypotheses. Self-identified conserva-
tives were significantly less likely than their liberal counterparts to hold the
National Guard and various government officials responsible for the incident,
instead placing blame on the demonstrators. Moreover, when assessing the soci-
etal implications of the event, conservatives were more supportive of government
institutions than were their liberal counterparts. Thus, it can be concluded with
some confidence that people’s political worldviews are reliably associated with
their attributions about historical information gathered over the course of their
lifetime.

Study 2

One alternative explanation for the results found in Study 1 is that the varying
levels of knowledge about the event itself, not political ideology, produced attri-
butional differences among the participants. For example, it is possible that liber-
als have a greater degree of knowledge about the May 4, 1970, incident, and that
this greater knowledge explains the different attributions and opinions about the
event compared to conservatives.

One set of results found by Taylor et al. (1971) among observers of the May
4th incident support the possibility of a knowledge alternative explanation. Spe-
cifically, students were less likely to support the actions of the National Guard
the closer they were to the actual shootings. Because liberals were probably more
likely to be participants or observers to the shootings, this finding may seem to be
more evidence for the political ideology explanation. However, the finding was
most pronounced among conservative students. For example, 55% of the conser-
vative nonobservers of the incident felt that the National Guard was under
extreme provocation by the demonstrators. However, only 45% of conservatives
endorsed extreme provocation when they observed the event, and only 28%
endorsed extreme provocation when they observed the event from within 500
feet of the shooting.

A similar set of results was obtained when conservatives were asked whether
the shootings were justified (37% of nonobservers, 24% of observers, and 7% of
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observers within 500 feet felt the shootings were very justified). Although there
may be many reasons why attributions of culpability shifted as a function of
physical distance from the shootings, one parsimonious explanation is that the
closer bystanders were to the shootings, the more information they had at their
disposal and the greater their subsequent knowledge about the event. Conse-
quently, in this case, it may have been much more difficult for conservatives to
reject the liberal perspective of the May 4th events.

The second study was conducted to address the possibility that knowledge
could alternatively explain the results of Study 1. Specifically, in Study 2, respon-
dents were asked to indicate the amount of knowledge they had about the May
4th incident. According to the knowledge alternative explanation, participants
with self-professed high knowledge of the May 4th incident should, compared to
their low-knowledge counterparts, adopt a more liberal interpretation, regardless
of political ideology. In addition to addressing this alternative explanation, a sec-
ond purpose of Study 2 is to determine if the results of Study 1 will replicate
using a separate sample.

Method

Participants. The second study was conducted at Kent State University dur-
ing the 2 weeks leading up to the 30th anniversary of the May 4, 1970, tragedy.
This time period was chosen because it would most closely match the conditions
present during Study 1 (which took place during the 25th anniversary). Research-
ers collected data from 329 Kent State University students. As in Study 1, the
sample was reasonably representative of the general student population (although
again it was skewed with respect to gender). Political ideology was distributed in
a similar manner to Study 1 (radical, n = 11; liberal, n = 131; moderate, n = 111;
conservative, n = 61).

Procedure and questionnaire. The procedure was identical to the one used in
Study 1. An additional question measured on a 5-point parametric scale was
added to the questionnaire used in Study 1. Participants were asked “How knowl-
edgeable do you feel you are about the events surrounding May 4, 1970?” (1 =
very knowledgeable to 5 = not at all knowledgeable).

Results

Design overview. In order to test the hypothesis that participants’ culpability
attributions and global attributions would differ as a function of either self-
reported political ideology, knowledge, or the interaction of these variables,
chi-square tests of independence were conducted on the frequency data, and
MANOVAs were conducted on the parametric data. For the purpose of data anal-
ysis, the knowledge variable was recoded from a 5-point scale into a three-item



BIASED ASSIMILATION OF HISTORICAL INFORMATION 1059

scale. Individuals who responded that they were either not at all knowledgeable
or minimally knowledgeable about the May 4th tragedy were classified as low
knowledge of the May 4th event (liberal, N = 45; moderate, N = 39; conservative,
N = 25). Participants who responded that they were somewhat knowledgeable
were classified as having medium knowledge (liberal, N = 50; moderate, N = 30;
conservative, N = 19). Finally, those individuals who characterized themselves as
being moderately knowledgeable or very knowledgeable of the incident were
classified as having high knowledge (liberal, N = 36; moderate, N = 42; conser-
vative, N = 17).

Recoding the data in this fashion facilitated data analysis by creating catego-
ries that had a similar number of participants (low, N = 109; medium, N = 99;
high, N = 95), contained enough individuals to permit data analysis, and simpli-
fied interpretation of the results. It is important to recognize that the knowledge
variable assessed participants’ self-professed knowledge of the tragedy. No
attempt was made to assess participants’ actual knowledge of the shooting
because of the fact that the events surrounding the incident are still somewhat
ambiguous (Hensley & Lewis, 2000).

Culpability attributions. The four nominal culpability attribution items were
analyzed using chi-square tests. Separate two-way analyses examined the per-
centage of participants responding to each item as a function of political ideology
and knowledge of the May 4th incident. In an attempt to examine the interaction
between political ideology and knowledge, a series of two-way chi-square tests
was used to examine the percentage of participants responding to questionnaire
items as a function of political ideology for each value of the knowledge variable
(i.e., low, medium, high).

As represented in Table 3, the results of the two-way chi-square analyses of
culpability attribution items and political ideology reveal an overall pattern of
findings that replicated the findings reported in Study 1. Although the question
assessing who fired the first shot was only marginally significant, it was in the
expected direction, χ2(4, N = 302) = 8.64, p = .07. A marginally higher percent-
age of conservatives (16.4%) than liberals (4.6%) reported that the demonstrators
fired the first shot. Similarly, a higher percentage of conservatives (16.7%) than
liberals (7.6%) responded that the National Guard was about to be overrun by the
demonstrators, χ2(4, N = 300) = 10.59, p < .05. Likewise, a higher percentage of
conservatives (39.3%) than liberals (20.6%) believed that the National Guard
gave warning before firing, χ2(2, N = 302) = 8.00, p < .05. Finally, a higher per-
centage of liberals (60.5%) than conservatives (40.0%) believed that the National
Guard was guilty of murder, χ2(4, N = 300) = 11.55, p < .05. In each case, the
percentage of moderates endorsing an item fell between the liberals and the con-
servatives.

The results of the two-way chi-square analyses of culpability attribution
items and knowledge of the May 4th shootings provide mixed support for the
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knowledge alternative explanation (Table 3). Recall that it was predicted that par-
ticipants who expressed high knowledge of the May 4th incident should, com-
pared to their low-knowledge counterparts, adopt a more liberal interpretation,
regardless of political ideology.

The question assessing who fired the first shot did not produce any differences
among individuals of varying degrees of knowledge, χ2(4, N = 302) = 1.62, p =
.81. A greater percentage of individuals with high knowledge (74.5%) responded
that the National Guard was not about to be overrun by the demonstrators than did
those with medium (66.3%) or low (49.1%) knowledge, χ2(4, N = 300) = 26.82,
p < .001. Similarly, a greater percentage of low-knowledge participants (36.7%)
felt that the National Guard gave warning before firing than did medium- (19.4%)
or high- (18.9%) knowledge individuals, χ2(2, N = 302) = 11.27, p < .01. Finally,

Table 3

Percentage of Study 2 Category Responses Split by Political Ideology and 
Knowledge

Political ideology Knowledge

Liberal
Moder-

ate
Conser-
vative Low Medium High

Fired first shot χ2 = 8.64 χ2 = 1.62
National Guard 91.5 87.4 77.0 87.0 87.9 86.3
Demonstrators 4.6 9.0 16.4 9.3 9.1 7.4
Other 3.8 3.6 6.6 3.7 3.0 6.3

Guard was overrun χ2 = 10.59* χ2 = 26.82***
Yes 7.6 12.8 16.7 13.0 5.1 16.0
No 71.8 59.6 48.3 49.1 66.3 74.5
Unsure 20.6 27.5 35.0 38.0 28.6 9.6

Guard gave warning χ2 = 8.00* χ2 = 11.27**
Yes 20.6 23.6 39.3 36.7 19.4 18.9
No 79.4 76.4 60.7 63.3 80.6 81.1

Guard guilty of murder χ2 = 11.55* χ2 = 26.27***
Yes 60.5 46.8 40.0 39.3 61.2 54.7
No 15.5 25.2 35.0 18.7 20.4 30.5
Unsure 24.0 27.9 25.0 42.1 18.4 14.7

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001, for chi-square analyses.
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a smaller percentage of those participants with low knowledge (39.3%) believed
that the National Guard was guilty of murder than did medium- (61.2%) or high-
(54.7%) knowledge individuals, χ2(4, N = 300) = 26.27, p < .001. Also,
low-knowledge participants (42.1%) were more likely to report being unsure on
this item than were individuals with medium (18.4%) or high (14.7%) knowledge.

The interaction of political ideology and knowledge on culpability attribu-
tions was examined through a series of two-way chi-square tests performed on
the percentage of participants responding as a function of political ideology for
each value of the knowledge variable (i.e., low, medium, high). The question
assessing who fired the first shot resulted in no significant differences among the
low-knowledge participants as a function of political ideology, χ2(4, N = 108) =
2.75, p = .60. A marginally greater percentage of medium-knowledge conserva-
tives (15.8%) than moderates (13.3%) and liberals (4.0%) reported that the dem-
onstrators fired the first shot, χ2(4, N = 99) = 8.22, p = .08. Among high-
knowledge participants, conservatives (23.5%) were more likely to report that the
demonstrators fired the first shot than were moderate (4.8%) or liberal (2.8%)
participants, χ2(4, N = 95) = 10.21, p < .05. The question assessing whether the
National Guard was about to be overrun by demonstrators reveals no significant
differences among low-knowledge, χ2(4, N = 108) = 3.00, p = .56; and medium-
knowledge, χ2(4, N = 98) = 7.43, p = .12, participants as a function of political
ideology. However, among high-knowledge participants, conservatives (35.3%)
were more likely to respond that the National Guard was about to be overrun by
demonstrators than were moderate (12.2%) or liberal (11.1%) participants, χ2(4,
N = 94) = 12.96, p < .05. Similarly, there were no significant differences among
low-knowledge, χ2(2, N = 109) = 2.07, p = .36; and medium-knowledge, χ2(2,
N = 98) = 2.45, p = .29, participants as a function of political ideology when
asked whether the National Guard gave a warning before firing. However, among
high-knowledge participants, conservatives (41.2%) were more likely to respond
that the National Guard gave a warning than were moderate (14.3%) or liberal
(13.9%) participants, χ2(2, N = 95) = 6.66, p < .05.

Finally, there were no significant differences among low-knowledge, χ2(4,
N = 107) = 3.80, p = .43; and medium-knowledge, χ2(4, N = 98) = 5.77, p = .22,
participants as a function of political ideology when asked whether the National
Guard was guilty of murder. However, among high-knowledge participants, con-
servatives (35.3%) were less likely to respond that the National Guard was guilty
of murder than were moderate (50.0%) or liberal (69.4%) participants, χ2(4, N =
95) = 13.50, p < .01.

There were eight items assessing culpability attributions measured on
parametric scales. A MANOVA was conducted using political ideology and
knowledge of the May 4th incident as independent variables. The analysis
reveals a significant main effect for political ideology, F(16, 562) = 2.86, p <
.001. As can be seen in Table 4, univariate tests support the hypotheses for six of
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the eight items. In each case, conservatives were more apt to support the National
Guard or various government officials than were liberals. The mean responses of
moderates fell in between those of the liberals and conservatives. The remaining
two nonsignificant items also reveal a pattern of means consistent with the
hypotheses.

A significant main effect for knowledge is also revealed, F(16, 562) = 1.71,
p < .05. As can be seen in Table 5, however, univariate tests reveal significance

Table 4

Means of Study 2 Measures Split by Political Ideology

Political ideology

Liberal Moderate Conservative

M SD M SD M SD F

Culpability attributions
Provocation 2.70 1.03a 2.88 0.97ab 3.15 1.12b 4.51*
Justification 1.45 0.83a 1.85 1.06b 2.25 1.42c 14.82***
Governor Rhodes 3.21 1.25a 3.08 1.00a 2.89 1.29a 1.61
Demonstrators 2.99 1.19a 3.27 1.11ab 3.49 1.18b 5.06**
President White 3.12 1.14a 3.13 0.97a 2.85 1.30a 1.65
Officers 4.34 1.03a 3.95 1.09b 3.70 1.33b 8.24***
Enlisted members 3.39 1.32a 3.24 1.26a 2.66 1.41b 7.38***
President Nixon 3.18 1.19a 3.11 1.33ab 2.66 1.34b 4.57*

Global attributions
Communist 

conspiracy 1.74 0.98a 1.94 1.16a 1.92 1.04a 1.17
Student 

revolutionaries 2.10 1.13a 2.25 1.19ab 2.56 1.52b 2.57
Increased police 2.39 1.17a 2.94 1.22b 3.08 1.31b 9.35***
Revolutionary 

change 2.34 1.29a 2.18 1.20a 2.15 1.19a 0.87
Restrictions against 

dissent 2.23 1.12a 2.51 1.24ab 2.84 1.33b 6.45**

Note. Means and standard deviations with shared subscripts are not significantly differ-
ent according to Tukey’s HSD test.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001, for univariate analyses.
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for only one of the eight items. Participants with medium or high knowledge of
the May 4th incident assigned greater responsibility to Governor Rhodes than did
their low-knowledge counterparts. There was no consistent pattern among the
nonsignificant items.

The significant main effects were qualified by a significant interaction
between political ideology and knowledge of the May 4th shootings, F(32,
1122) = 1.64, p < .05. Univariate analyses reveal that four of the eight culpability
items had significant interactions. The question that assessed whether participants

Table 5

Means of Study 2 Measures Split by Knowledge

Knowledge

Low Medium High

M SD M SD M SD F

Culpability attributions
Provocation 2.98 0.98a 2.75 1.04a 2.83 1.10a 0.28
Justification 1.76 0.86a 1.71 1.15a 1.80 1.28a 1.39
Governor Rhodes 2.73 1.13a 3.29 1.04b 3.32 1.26b 6.08**
Demonstrators 3.36 1.03a 3.00 1.18a 3.21 1.29a 1.94
President White 2.91 1.09a 3.18 1.11a 3.14 1.15a 1.22
Officers 3.89 1.12a 4.21 1.08a 4.14 1.23a 1.12
Enlisted members 2.93 1.30a 3.28 1.33ab 3.37 1.38 1.26
President Nixon 2.91 1.28a 3.00 1.22a 3.24 1.34a 0.37

Global attributions
Communist 

conspiracy 1.94 1.04a 1.85 1.04a 1.74 1.11a 1.27
Student 

revolutionaries 2.37 1.19a 2.27 1.18a 2.08 1.36a 1.44
Increased police 2.82 1.13a 2.71 1.33a 2.65 1.30a 0.53
Revolutionary change 2.38 1.15a 2.29 1.34a 2.04 1.22a 3.02*
Restrictions against 

dissent 2.54 1.15a 2.49 1.21a 2.33 1.33a 0.23

Note. Means and standard deviations with shared subscripts are not significantly differ-
ent according to Tukey’s HSD test.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001, for univariate analyses.
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felt the National Guard was being provoked by demonstrators reveals a signifi-
cant interaction, F(4, 289) = 2.72, p < .05. While little or no differences between
conservatives, moderates, and liberals existed for participants reporting low or
medium knowledge of the event, conservatives with high knowledge of the event
reported that the National Guard was under greater provocation than did moder-
ates and liberals with high knowledge of the event (Figure 1). As can be seen in
Figures 2, 3, and 4, similar findings were revealed when participants were asked
whether the National Guard was justified in firing on demonstrators, F(4, 289) =
4.66, p < .001; and the degree to which they felt the demonstrators, F(4, 289) =
4.73, p < .001; and President Nixon, F(4, 289) = 2.42, p < .05, were responsible
for the May 4th shootings. In each case, the political ideology bias was strongest
among students reporting high knowledge of the event.

Post hoc one-way MANOVAs reveal no significant differences as a function
of political ideology on the combined set of culpability items among self-
professed low-knowledge, F(16, 190) = 0.87, p = .61; and medium-knowledge,
F(16, 172) = 1.21, p = .27, individuals. However, there was a significant differ-
ence as a function of political ideology among high-knowledge participants on
the combined set of culpability items, F(16, 168) = 3.29, p < .001. Univariate
analyses of the significant interactions portrayed in Figures 1, 2, 3, and 4 reveal
that self-professed high-knowledge conservatives were significantly more likely

Figure 1. Mean scores of provocation as a function of political ideology and knowledge.
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to adopt a conservative interpretation of the events surrounding May 4, 1970,
than were liberal or moderate high-knowledge participants. This finding runs
contrary to the original hypothesis that participants with self-professed high
knowledge of the May 4th tragedy should, as compared to their low-knowledge
counterparts, adopt a more liberal interpretation, regardless of political ideology.

Global attributions. There were five items assessing students’ global attri-
butions about campus and societal change. A MANOVA was conducted using
political ideology and knowledge as independent variables. The analysis reveals
a main effect for political ideology, F(10, 568) = 3.70, p < .001. As can be seen in
Table 4, univariate tests reveal statistical significance for two of the five ques-
tions assessing global attributions. Relative to liberals, conservatives were more
in agreement that the Kent State incident indicates a need for increased police
and stronger restrictions against dissent. Conservatives were marginally more apt
to report, relative to liberals, that the disturbances at Kent State were the result of
student revolutionaries, F(2, 289) = 2.57, p = .08. The mean responses of moder-
ates fell in between those of the liberals and conservatives.

The MANOVA does not reveal a significant main effect for knowledge, F(10,
568) = 0.96, p = .48. As can be seen in Table 5, univariate tests reveal that only
one of the five items was significant. Participants with high knowledge of the
May 4th incident appeared to be less likely than their low-knowledge counter-
parts to endorse the assertion that the Kent State incident reveals a necessity for

Figure 2. Mean scores of justification as a function of political ideology and knowledge.
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violent revolutionary change. However, a subsequent Tukey’s HSD analysis
reveals no significant differences on this item as a function of knowledge.

The MANOVA reveals a significant interaction between political ideology
and knowledge of the May 4th shootings, F(20, 1134) = 1.72, p < .05. However,
of the five global attribution scales, univariate analyses reveal only one sig-
nificant interaction. When asked whether the Kent State incident indicated a
necessity for violent revolutionary change, liberal participants with a self-
professed high knowledge of the events surrounding May 4th were significantly
more likely to agree with this statement (M = 2.44) than were their conservative
counterparts (M = 1.53). There were no differences on this item among low- or
medium-knowledge participants as a function of political ideology.

Discussion

Study 2 was conducted to test a knowledge alternative explanation for the
results of Study 1 whereby individuals with high knowledge of the event would
endorse a more liberal perspective than their low-knowledge counterparts,
regardless of self-identified political ideology. The knowledge alternative expla-
nation was not supported by the results of Study 2. Despite including self-
reported knowledge as an independent variable, significant differences across

Figure 3. Mean scores of responsibility attributed to demonstrators as a function of
political ideology and knowledge.
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political ideology groups were found on items assessing culpability and global
attributions. Conservative participants were more apt to support the National
Guard and various government officials than were their liberal counterparts on
questions assessed using both nominal and parametric scales. The percentages
and means for self-identified moderate participants were consistently in between
conservatives and liberals. Furthermore, significant differences across knowl-
edge groups were much less prevalent. Although chi-square analyses of the nom-
inal culpability attribution items revealed differences across knowledge groups,
there were few significant differences found on the parametric scales assessing
culpability and global attributions.

One difference between the results of Study 1 and Study 2 is evident when
each dependent measure was subjected to a univariate test, rather than testing the
combination of conceptually related measures. Although the univariate analyses
in Study 2 reveal a similar pattern of political ideology differences to those found
in Study 1, there were far fewer significant differences in Study 2. This finding
may be attributable in part to the inclusion of the knowledge variable. However,
this finding is more likely a result of a decrease in statistical power because the
Study 2 sample (N = 329) was far smaller than the Study 1 sample (N = 730).

Although consistent main-effect differences across political ideology groups
were found, the chi-square and MANOVA analyses reveal some unexpected

Figure 4. Mean scores of responsibility attributed to President Nixon as a function of
political ideology and knowledge.
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interactions between political ideology and knowledge. Specifically, the political
ideology differences seem to occur only for high-knowledge participants. While
little or no differences exist between political ideology groups reporting low
knowledge about the May 4th incident, reliable differences do exist between
political ideology groups reporting high knowledge about the incident. It seems
that as students report being more knowledgeable, liberals report less support for
the National Guard and various government officials, while conservatives report
more support for these same groups.

General Discussion

The primary goal of the current research was to examine whether people pro-
cess sociopolitical information about a historical event that has been gathered
over the course of their lifetime in a biased fashion such that the information is
molded to be consistent with their overarching political ideology. The results
suggest that political liberals and conservatives interpreted the May 4, 1970,
shootings at Kent State University very differently. Conservatives’ responses
suggested a theory of the event that placed more blame on the demonstrators and
less blame on the National Guard and government officials than did liberals’
responses. Consistent with these differences in culpability attributions, liberals
and conservatives also differed in their opinions about how the May 4th event
reflects society in general (i.e., global attributions). These results are consistent
with the biased-assimilation model.

Over the course of these participants’ lives (and especially since their deci-
sion to enroll at Kent State University), they have been exposed to bits and pieces
of information about the May 4th event. Information consistent with their politi-
cal ideologies was accepted, while information inconsistent with their political
ideologies was rejected. Furthermore, although the design of the current research
prevented an analysis of any attitude polarization effects, past research suggests
that exposure to mixed information about May 4, 1970, may lead people to per-
ceive that their preexisting attitudes and beliefs about the event have become
stronger (Lord et al., 1979; McHoskey, 1995; Miller et al., 1993; Munro & Ditto,
1997).

The results, taken from two samples separated in time by 5 years, also sug-
gests that the biased-assimilation pattern for this specific historical event mani-
fests itself from generation to generation with no specific differences among
different cohorts. Events such as the assassination of President John F. Kennedy,
the Vietnam escalation, the O. J. Simpson trial, and the recount of the votes for
President in Florida during 2000 continue to spark debate and controversy.
The manner by which individuals perceive these events is often largely depen-
dent on a specific attitude. Given the fact that attitudes can be passed on from
generation to generation, it is no surprise that like-minded individuals would
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interpret historical events in a similar pattern, regardless of their temporal prox-
imity to the event. Indeed, the biased-assimilation patterns evidenced in Studies 1
and 2 were very similar. Even more striking is the similarity between the results
obtained in the current study and those obtained by Taylor et al. (1971). Appar-
ently, time has not altered the manner by which self-professed liberals and con-
servatives see the events surrounding that fateful day of May 4, 1970.

Knowledge and Biased Assimilation

Although analyses of both studies reveal political ideology main-effect dif-
ferences, these differences were somewhat qualified by the significant Political
Ideology × Knowledge interaction in Study 2. The interaction pattern is not sup-
portive of the knowledge alternative explanation, but it does suggest that political
ideology group differences seem to increase as self-reported knowledge
increases. There are several potential explanations for this finding.

First, the finding is congruent with cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger,
1957), as well as more recent motivational accounts of attitude change that place
greater emphasis on the self-concept (Aronson, 1968; Steele, 1988). According
to such models, when confronted with evidence bearing on the specific historical
event, the path of least resistance would lead a person to mold the event into a
story that could be assimilated into their overarching political ideology, rather
than accommodating any ideology-inconsistent information by altering their
political ideology. Thus, high-knowledge respondents who often have been con-
fronted with evidence bearing on the historical event would be more likely to
have experienced dissonance (or a threat to one’s self-concept) and assimilated
the evidence into their political ideology. Those with low knowledge would have
had few or no experiences with potentially inconsistent cognitions, and thus little
or no need to assimilate the evidence into their political ideology. Indeed, this
motivational account of biased assimilation and attitude resistance has been sup-
ported by recent research efforts (Cohen, Aronson, & Steele, 2000; Edwards &
Smith, 1996; Munro & Ditto, 1997; Munro et al., 2002; Zuwerink & Devine,
1996).

Second, the use of a survey methodology only allows for speculation about
the causal processes underlying the obtained results. People of differing political
ideologies may have been exposed throughout their lives to a different subset of
information about the Kent State shootings. This informational explanation for
the political ideology differences could be derived from the purely cognitive
account of biased assimilation that was proposed originally (Lord, 1989; Lord
et al., 1979). However, it is also congruent with motivational accounts of biased
assimilation (Cohen et al., 2000; Munro & Ditto, 1997; Munro et al., 2002)
derived from cognitive dissonance or related theories. Specifically, information
differences between conservatives and liberals might be a result of selective
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exposure (Frey, 1986). Instead of deriving consistency between one’s political
ideology and evidence about the shootings by assimilating ideology-
disconfirming evidence when confronted by it, one might selectively seek
ideology-confirming evidence to prevent experiencing dissonance. This possibil-
ity is particularly intriguing, given the current information age in which the Inter-
net makes available to anyone with access a wide range of varying opinions
about any controversial historical event. To the extent that conservatives are
entering the information superhighway with different “site-seeing” destinations
in mind than liberals, the wealth of information available to people may cause or
reinforce biases in the interpretation of historical information, rather than reduc-
ing such biases.

Third, the Political Ideology × Knowledge interaction was unexpected, given
the results reported in Taylor et al. (1971) whereby, among conservatives, those
closer to observing the shootings reported an interpretation that was more similar
to the one given by liberals. We reasoned that the closer a person was to the
actual event, the greater the knowledge that person would have about the shoot-
ings. This reasoning may have failed to acknowledge the importance of other fac-
tors like empathy or perceptions of threat that could have affected the
conservatives from the 1970 findings. Additionally, past research has demon-
strated that high levels of emotional conviction (Edwards & Smith, 1996), atti-
tude importance (Pomerantz, Chaiken, & Tordesillas, 1995; Zuwerink & Devine,
1996), and self-reported affect in response to attitude-relevant information
(Munro & Ditto, 1997) all are associated with a greater degree of biased assimila-
tion. Thus, knowledge may covary with other variables that were not measured in
the current research. Future research should attempt to manipulate variables like
empathy, threat, knowledge, emotion, and attitude importance to determine the
causal relationships between these variables and the degree to which bias exists
in the interpretation of historical information.

Design Considerations

The research utilized a survey methodology in which Kent State University
students responded to questions regarding an important historical event at the
school. There were no attempts to control the information available about the his-
torical event. Respondents could use any information that they may have gath-
ered from a variety of sources to answer the survey questions. Thus, a cautious
interpretation of the findings is warranted. Although several biased-assimilation
studies have demonstrated, using experimental or quasiexperimental manipula-
tions, that a preexisting attitude can affect the processing of new attitude-relevant
information, a cause–effect interpretation of the current results would be inappro-
priate. While the biased-assimilation explanation suggests that political ideology
precedes and affects the interpretation of the historical event, it is also possible
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that the interpretation of the historical event preceded and affected respondents’
endorsement of a particular political ideology. This methodological limitation is
somewhat offset, however, by the added naturalism that past research on biased
assimilation may have lacked. Rather than carefully constructing and manipulat-
ing the information presented to participants in a laboratory setting, the current
research assessed attitudes and beliefs that were formed via the unprompted col-
lection of historical information throughout a person’s lifetime. Thus, the ability
to generalize the biased-assimilation effect to real-world situations like the pro-
cessing of sociopolitical historical information is strengthened.

A second point of consideration regarding the results is the size of the biased-
assimilation effect. Although reliable political ideology group differences were
found, it was not the case that conservatives perceived the event as a full-blown
riot in which the demonstrators had become uncontrollable aggressors to a
National Guard that reacted in self-defense. In fact, most conservatives reported
that the National Guard fired the first shot without warning and were not about to
be overrun by the demonstrators (Tables 1 and 3). Additionally, many of the
mean scores on the parametric items fell closer to the midpoint of the 5-point
scale than to either of the endpoints (Tables 2 and 4). Similarly, liberals’ percep-
tions of the event acknowledged, for example, that the demonstrators were some-
what responsible and that a moderate degree of provocation existed. In other
words, the current research found that beliefs about the Kent State incident held
by conservatives and liberals were not entirely contradictory.

There are at least two potential explanations for the somewhat weaker effects
found in the current research relative to some of the past biased-assimilation
studies.6 First, the link between participants’ attitudes (political ideology) and
beliefs (attributions about May 4, 1970) may be less explicit in the current
research than in previous studies (e.g., attitudes toward the death penalty and
beliefs about the deterrent efficacy of the death penalty). As a result, participants
in the current research were less compelled to change their beliefs to maintain
cognitive consistency than were participants in previous laboratory experiments.
Second, the very nature of the event itself may have contributed to a weaker
biased-assimilation effect. According to Dunning, Meyerowitz, and Holzberg
(1989), ambiguous information is easier for individuals to distort. Thus, the more
ambiguous an event is, the more likely it will be interpreted in a biased fashion.
Although there is some evidence that the events of May 4, 1970, are open to
alternative interpretations (e.g., Casale & Paskoff, 1971; Davies, 1973; Hensley
& Lewis, 2000), as a whole, the historical event utilized in the current research
may be somewhat less ambiguous than those events used in past research
(e.g., JFK assassination). Consequently, the range of plausible interpretations in

6The authors thank an anonymous reviewer for insightful comments regarding the strength of the
biased-assimilation effects found in the current research.
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the current research may have been limited, resulting in a weaker biased-
assimilation effect.

Yet, despite the aforementioned obstacles, participants in Studies 1 and 2 still
assimilated the events surrounding May 4, 1970, in a biased fashion. Liberals and
conservatives each perceived the event in a manner most consistent with their
own political worldviews. The fact that biased assimilation occurred under these
deleterious conditions only serves to strengthen the external validity of the
biased-assimilation effect and underscores the robustness of the phenomenon in
that it occurs even for poorly linked concepts and relatively nonambiguous infor-
mation. Before making strong conclusions, however, the aforementioned specu-
lations warrant further research investigation.

A large body of research suggests that preexisting attitudes can bias the pro-
cessing of subsequently presented information relevant to the attitude. Specifi-
cally, the new information is evaluated in a way that serves to support or
strengthen the existing attitude. Although a growing body of laboratory research
has revealed such effects, the current research continues to extend their applica-
bility by showing that naturally occurring real-world information about an impor-
tant historical event collected over the course of many years can also be biased
by existing attitudes.

The inscription on the May 4th Memorial at Kent State University states,
“Inquire, Learn, Reflect.” Although we have no data regarding the degree of
inquiry, the results of the current studies suggest that it is unlikely that much is
being learned from the Kent State shootings, given that the events are being ana-
lyzed in a biased fashion. Furthermore, our data suggest that any reflecting is
probably more a reflection of one’s own political attitudes than of the actual
events that transpired on that fateful day.
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